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11 As in my dream I dreamed it, 
As in my will it was." 
--The Song of the Lark 
INTRODU~TION 
Willa Cather, for two defades America's most honored 
woman novelist, died April 24, 1947, at the age of seventy. 
When she was nine, her family moved from a farm in Virginia 
to a ranch near Red Cloud, 1~ebraska, and settled among neigh-
bors from Sweden, Bohemia, Scandinavia, Germany, France, ·and 
Russia. She grew up in the windswept West when it nwas noth-
ing but land; not a country at all, but the material out of 
which countries are made. trl 
. . I 
For ten years she absorbed the culture of this com-
1 
munity, adopted it for her own, and later dedicated herself to 
be its chronicler. The West beebe her avowed passion, of 
which she once said: 
I 
••• I go everyw~ere, I a~ire all kinds of country. I 
tried to live in Erance. But when I strike the open 
plains, something happens. I I'm home. I breathe differ-
ently. That love of great spaces, of rolling open coun-
try like the sea--it's the grand passion of my life. I 
tried for years2 to get over it. I
1 ve stopped trying. 
It's incurable. 
Despite this impassioned declaration, Willa Cather 
(whose two brothers and two sisters all live in the West) 
died in a Fifth Avenue apartment, after years of seclusion, 
far from her "grand pa.ssion.tt 
, 
1 Cather, Willa, Mz Antonia (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1918), P• 6. 
2 Anonymous, Willa Cather (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
no date), p. 3. A pamphlet written partially by Miss Cather. 
To be referred to elsewhere in the thesis as the Knopf Pamph-
let. 
I 
Like Robinson's Miniver Cheevy, she loved the days of 
old and often ignored the present. She admired genteel old 
I 
ladies of letters (Sarah Orne Jewett, Mrs. Fields of Boston, 
et. al.) who entertained at tea and gave delightful little 
dinners for their friends. Little old lad ie a wb o held c curt 
•. 
among mementoes of more culture~ yearsl But Willa Cather 
died after many years of going few place.s and seeing few 
people.? She was so busy with the past that abe had little 
time for things modern; consequently, much of her life was 
lonely--from childhood days of solitary rides on the prairie, 
through summers when she sat wi fh Flaubert'a eighty-year-old 
niece at Le Grand-Hbtel in Aix-les-Baina, to secluded s~rs 
at Grand Manan, and halcyon winters in New York. 
Discovering early that devotion to an art demands a 
definite sacrifice,4 she gave up heading a high school Englis 
department and, later, editing for a popular magazine so that 
she could write. Deqicating herself to her task, she pro-
duced three distinguished novels in five years; and then 
found, after this brief season of fame, that nearly every 
succeeding thihg she published was received with diminishing 
3 Time, 49:81, Wmy 5, 1947. Cf. Sergeant, Elizabeth 
Shepley, Fire Under the Andes: A Gr oup-or North American Por-
traits, (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1927T, pp. 261-282. (Re-
printed from The New Republic, 43: 91-94, June 17, 1925, 
p. 273·) 
4 "Happiness lies in ceasing to be and to cause being 
because the thing revealed to us is dearer than any existence 
our appetiteacan ever get for us.n--Willa Cather's comment 
on Tolstoy's credo. Cf. Canby, Henry ~eidel, American Memoir 
(Boston: Houghton _ Mi~?Iin, 1947), pp. 303-304. 
I vii 
praise. Only when one imagines himself as a writer, can he 
realize how great was this woman's privation! 
She stripped the novel of all its non-essentials to 
produce a perfected unit of fiction and art; three beautifully 
restrained novels and several stringently effective short 
stories attest her ability' Later, having exhausted her orig-
inal material, and realizing that she was writing matter 
~hich was impermanent, she threwlherself with the horde of 
I 
authors who constantly strive to l produce another "seller." 
This famous novelist con t inued to be widely read, to 
win the Pull tzer Prize in 19221' and to . write the most popular 
book of 1931,5 long after much of her original ability had 
been spent. 
praised as 
accredited 
The products of the j e later endeavors were 
the works of an illustrious author, but seldom 
with literary merit. I Despite this, she declined 
very &i ttle in the e steam of critics and readers. 'l'wo years 
after her death critics are still rejoicing in her writings. 
One of the objectives of this thesis is to ascertain 
wheth er there is true literary wprth and permanency in Miss 
Cather's writings. And if there is, to decide which novels 
and which stories may endure in. American literature. 
Because her works are so numerous, th~. _thesis will 
treat only a few of her writings. It will be divided into 
5 The novel is Shadows on the Rock, judged so by the 
~nnual Baker and Taylor Survey.--(Shidows-on the Rock was 
~isted second in popularity by Alice Payhe~ackett in Fifty 
lYears of Bes t Sellers: 1895-1945 (New York: R. R. Bowker, 
1945).--
viii 
jfour main parts: Part I, Her Background and Early Beginnings 
as a Writer; Part II, Her Success; and Part III, the Limita-
tions of her Art: The Resultant Decline. The larger portion 
of space will be devoted to her success, or Part II. This is 
composed of what is known as the Western Trilogy (Q Pioneers!, 
, 
~ Song 2f the Lark, and 1!11 An toni a). 
Most of Miss Cather's fame rests here. The Trilogy 
then will be treated in complete detail; in other eases the 
worth of a Cather writing may be indicated by the amount ot 
I 
space 
1
are so 
(or lack of space) devoted to it. Some of the books 
insignificant, so unrepresentative of anything at all 
except her need to write, that it would be pointless to dis-
cuss them in a thesis of this type. It is regrettable, occ-
asionally, that some of the better novels must be dealt with . 
in a manner so seemingly casual, but an adequate interpre-
tation is impossible. in a limited study. 
Miss Cather's writing alternated between themes that 
chance. The following table shows clearly Miss Cather's lit-
erary moods and their resultant literary periods. 
ix 
I 
II 
III 
IV 
v 
VI 
VII 
VIII 
1903 
1905 
1912 
1913 
1915 
.1918 
1920 
1922 
1923 
1925 
1926 
1927 
1931 
1932 
1935 
1936 
1940 
1947 
I 
I 
April Twilights (Poetry) 
Troll Garden (Short Stories) 
Alexander's Bridge 
0 Pioneersl 
The~Song of the Lark 
My Antonia 
Youth and the Bright Medusa 
One of Ours 
A Lost Lady 
The Professor's House 
My Mortal Enemy 
Death Comes for the Archbishop 
Shadows on the Rock 
Obscure Destinies 
Lucy Gayheart 
Not
1 
Under Forty 
Sapphira and the Slave Girl 
The Old Beauty and Others 
(Posthumously Published) 
Group I marks her attempt at a current novel, Alexander's 
Bridge, considered by critics as a distinct failure. Group II 
is the very successful Trilogy, on which aha expended most or 
her "memory-material" (necessary, she felt, for accomplished 
stories) .6 Groups III, v, and VII, : all relative failures, iJ: · 
------------~:~~· -~ 
6 Rapin, Ren~, Willa Cather (New York: McBride, 1930) 1 
X 
e · 
lustrate her attempts at working with contemporary material. 
!
After the Trilogy 1 Miss Cather tried three times to recapture 
.fame; groups IV1 VI1 and VIII are each a return to her own . 
particular brand of subject matter~ which is either legend or 
memory. 
Thus, the parallelism of Willa Cather's living and 
her writing made possible the simultaneous handling of the 
material biographically, chronologically1 and thematically. 
In addition to the Trilogy1 ! ~ Lady will be dis-
cussed because it is considered her most noteworthy western 
return. On the whole 1 although they are excellent in places, 
the remainder of Willa Cather's books are considered1 by the 
majority of critics, inferior to her best work. They will be 
mentioned only to illustrate various statements throughout 
the thesis. Such a selection1 although it results in limit-
ation1 does allow an inclusive view of a writer's work and at 1 
the same time eliminates a lengthy discussion of each book. 
As much as possible1 an interpretation of the auth-
or's life and personality is avoided; but as Thomas Carlyle 
said 1 "In every man 1 s writings1 the character of the writer 
must lie recorded." Because th,e Trilogy is so largely auto-
biographical, eval~ating it essentially involved biographical! 
I 
sketching--a difficult task with the hindering dearth of mat-
erial about this reticent lady. In the Trilogy and ·in her 
I 
actual mode of life lay many of the limitations and potent- I 
literary I ialities which forecast her personal as well as her 
I 
st le and consequent attainment or failure. Most of I this , 
! 
------------~----------------------------~---------------------------------1~v~11~---
biographical sketching is accomplished in Part I, but perti-
nent facts about her life and personality are presented 
throughout the thesis so that truer conclusions as to the 
worth of her novels may be gained. 
The resultant portrait may not be the Willa Cather an 
admiring reader of one of her successful novels at its time 
of publication would recognize; por may it be familiar to 
those who knew Miss Cather. Rather it is the portrait 
sketched by one who has read everything by and of her and 
then set down the significant details. 
Because authors' personalities cannot be separated 
~rom analyses of their writings, one of the greatest disap-
~ointments to Willa Cather's readers is the inevitable dis-
covery of an aggressiveness by which she robs the characters 
of individuality and hence of the very life necessary to make 
them realistic. This literalhess apparently sprang directly 
~rom her retiring life and a self-assertive personality. 
Characters interested her only as they represented the regions 
~he portrayed or as they voiced her theories, and of little 
poncern to her were their motivations, although her portrayals 
are essentially projections of herself. Numerous critics 
and other authors have cited examples of this certain ttshut-
nindedness11 and stubbornness in Miss Cather's personality. 7 To 
7 Time, 2£• cit., p. 81. Cf. Sergeant, Elizabeth 
3hepley, Fire Under the Andes (New-york: Alfred A. Knopf, 
~927), pp:-261-282),-r9printed from The!!! Republic, 43:91-
~4, June 17, 1925), p. 280. 
--------·----~-----------------------------------.~ ---------- -- ~iii ____ _ 
make a character live, an author
1 
must endow him with breath; 
he cannot breathe for him. 
In various cases, Willa Cather's viewpoints almost 
reached the a ta tua of phobias . F'reudian and other psychiatry 
she labeled as urubbish. 11 MUckraking she was not in sympathy 
with. Would a more far-seeing person have anticipated what 
lay in these fields, accepted some of the premises, rejected 
others because he knew that an author's greatness is propor-
tionate to bia likdng for, and understanding of, a variety 
of types of people? Harrison Smith, in an editorial entitled 
n Themes for a New Day, u makes t b!is clear: 
More novels can now be written from within; they should 
be, for characters are more likely to have the breath of 
life in them if their creators know wh~t hidden forces 
move them to ambition, love, and bate. 
With all this against her, then bow did Miss Cather 
produce novels that sing, charac'ters one recalls, and images 
which haunt the reader's mind although he has l a id one of bar 
books aside many years ago? Obviously, Willa Cather was an 
artist who needed to see and to jfeel things before she could 
write of them. This accounts f dr t he excellence of her nov-
els with the western settings a dd partially accounts for the 
mediocrity of the non-western pieces. What abe knew, abe 
knew wel l and she could transfer it into novels, but unfor-
tunately this knowled@B was of a decidedly limited nature. 
8 Smith, Harrison, tt'I'hemes for a New Day, 11 Saturday 
Review of Literature, 30:18 , April 26, 1922. 
lxiv 
-----------+1==-------Today her novels still have an honored place in I 
American fiction, cri ties sti'll pay homage to her; college 
professors continue to ass~g~ her novels. What does the fu-
ture hold? Will it perpetuate or curtail the veneration? 
1 
The final objective of the thesis is the determination! 
of whether she will be remembered for her thirty years of 
failure or for her three meritorious novels; and if she is re-
embered for the novels, is there enough substance in ![ 
!.Antonia, 
lsio? 
the best book• .to merit -its being an American clas-
There being only one small book written on Willa 
Cather, most of the thesis material has been gleaned from the 
':periodicals mentioned in the bibliography. 
pertinent facts has been a trying process. 
Searching for 
Full chapters 
about Miss Cather have been the reward of delving into books 
lby li ttle-knoW:n authors. On the other hand, it was often 
rather discouraging to find that books which were thought to 
contain valuable information (for example, FrankL. Mott's 
Golden Multitudes) 9 did not even mention her name. However, 
it is oecasionally ' profitable to determine why an author is 
ignored by literary critics and commentator~l A few minor 
details were acquired from people who knew Miss Cather per-
I 
sonally. 
Most of the works includ.ed in the extensive bibliog-
. 9 Mott, Frank L., Golden Multitudes (New York: The 
.MacMillan Company, 1947). 
I 
.e 
thesis , 
I 
I 
I 
I 
tioned for the persons who wish to study any phase of the I 
Cather legend. 
I 
I 
i 
PART I HER BACKGROUND AND EARLY BEGINNINGS AS A WRITER 
PART I 
HER BACKGROUND AND EARLY BEGINNINGS AS A WRITER 
Willa Sibert Cather was born December 7, 1876, on a 
farm near Winchester, Virginia, of an established family of 
English, Irish, and Alsatian extraction. In 1884, long be-
fore many others, her father exhibited pioneer blood by eros-
sing the Alleghanies and the Mississippi Valley to settle on 
a ranch in Nebraska.l What effect would a change of such 
proportions have upon a child of nine? Are the changes im-
portant in a study of Willa Cather's writings? 
"The first two r,ears on the raneh1 11 she wrote in the 
Knopf Pamphlet, 1 were probably more important to me as a 
writer than any that came afterward. Every story I have 
written since then has been the recollection of some 
childhood experience, of something that touched me while 
a youngster. You must know a subject as a child, before 
you ever had any idea of writing to instil into it, in a 
story., the true feeling ••• •" 
I think that most of the basic material a writer works 
with is acquired before the age of fifteen •••• Those 
years determine whether one's work will be poor or rich. 
tt2 
• • • 
What Willa Cather believed, regardless of whether she 
was right about other authors,3 is significant in a study of 
her writings. This belief of hers certainly conditioned her 
1 Rapin, Rene., Willa Cather (New York: McBride, 1930), 
P• 5. 
2 Anonymous, Willa Cather (the Kpopf Pamphlet), p. 3. 
3 Most of the subject matter used by Mark Twain, whose 
auckleberry ~ Willa Cather said would become a classic, was 
------------·Fa.~c:~au~i~~e~d,~after he was eighjd:e~~e~n~----------------------------~--------
abilities, successes, and failures. Therefore, it is impor-
tant to observe how the unsettled West looked to this sensi-
tive, nine-year-old child, whom people affectionately called 
I 
11Willy." 
The West was still partiaily the old West when the 
Cathers arrived, and they found it very different from set-
tled, refined Virginia. Life on a Nebraska ranch when the 
country was thinly settled, was full of adventure, with farm-
ing only a secondary matter. Herding the cattle, which had 
been driven up from Texas in great herds to feed on the abun-
dant wild grass, was the important occupation, and most of 
the great prairie country from the Missouri River to Denver 
was still open grazing land. The immigrants obtained the 
land from 11go-betweens" who had purchased it from the govern-
ant; these speculators cared little for the foreigners ex-
cept to get their money. The immigrants paid exorbitant 
prices for horses too old to work; and they had to dwell in 
the sod-houses in the sides of the hills until lumber could 
' 
be hauled from distant places and better dwellings could be 
built. Here, for a long time, they were to hold in their 
earts a resentment for this new country. They had no money 
with which to leave: barely enough to get along if they stay-
ed. 
The land was covered with long, thick, red grass; and 
the ground seemed to rol~ "as if the grass were a sort of 
-
loose hide, and underneath it herds of wild buffalo were gal-
3 
loping, galloping."~ Here one felt as if the world had been 
left behind. Willy, for the first time, looked at land not 
broken into patches by the familiar, surrounding mountains of 
Virginia. During the first few days on the prairie it seemed 
futile to say her prayers because she felt that what would be, 
would be in this strange new land.5 
I Men still looked Yes, some of the old West remained. 
as if they could have been pardners of Jesse James--sombrero 1
1 ~ats; moustachios; scars from gun and knife fights; ears scar-
red and partly missing, frost-bitten during severe winters of I 
stage-coach riding. I 
The ranch remained Willy's home for seven years until 
she entered high school; these seven years were probably the 
' appiest part of her seventy-year lifetime. From all sources 
comes a picture of an appealing child, enchantingly apprec-
iative of the new world to which she had been transplanted. 
"A tomboy with a charming, open face, obstinate blue eyes, and 
shingled red-brown hair," she spent her days riding her pony 
11Dude" across the Divide.s 
The pony enabled her to take over the hired man's 
uties of traveling twice a week to town twelve miles away, 
, 
,. 4 Cather, MI. Antonia (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
91~; P• 16. £!• Richter, Conrad, ~ ~ of Grass (New 
ork: Alfred A. Knopf, 1937). I , 
·l 5 !l Antonia, P• 17. 
6 Sergeant, Elizabeth Shepley, ~ Under ~ Andes; 
. Group £! North American Portraits (New York: Alfred A. 
- opf, 1927) 1 PP• 261-282. (Reprinted from New Republic, 43: 
1-94, June 17, 1925), P• 26p. 
4 
going to the neighbors to borrow things when supplies and 
equipment failed to arrive, and carrying messages, deliver~g 
.mail, etc. 
This was a life to thrill . any child, especially one 
I 
so eager. Back in Virginia, people had caught a glimpse of a 
future Willa Cather when a kindly judge patted the curls of a 
sweet little girl and received the response, "I 1 se a dang 1 ous 
nigger, I is," and felt the emphasis of her small fists.7 At 
the age of eight, however, such animation is more appealing 
than annoying. In her early years on the ranch may be found 
the Willa Cather who captures the readers of her novels. One 
who knew her described her as an enthusiastic creature who 
loved the prairie sunsets, the pale flowers, and everything 
delicately beautiful. 11A strange bundle of deep desires, 
rich appreciation, and superworldly rhapsodies."8 
Even more than the wonders of the natural world she 
loved her quaint neighbors, most of whom had immigrated only 
a few years before from Ger.many, Sweden, Norway, Denmark, 
Russia, etc. Sometimes, to visit them, she crossed the wide, 
rough fields and stopped at a big prairie-dog town, watching 
the brown earth-owls fly home in the late afternoon to go down 
I into their underground nests with the dogs. A dog-town was j 
different from the rest of the prairie. The animals had eat- I 
en the grass until a mile square of it was short and grey and 
7 ~· cit. 
8 ~·ill· 
5 
velvety. As the pony approached~ the little prairie-dogs 
arose from sitting on their hind legs near the doors of the 
houses and scurried underground. ! Sometimes Willy killed the 
rattlesnakes whose chief diet was the prairie-dog; these furry 
little animals, about the size of gray squirrels, were easy 
prey.9 
Other days she took the road, lined on both sides with 
swaying sunflowers, said to have been planted by the Mormons 
when they fled the persecution of Missouri and Illin9is. 
Whichever way, she always noted things with watchful, eager 
eyes. "It must have been the scarcity of detail in that 
tawny landscape that made detail so precious."lO 
At the end of the rides there were interesting, and 
interested, people to talk with and to learn from. The Knopf 
Pamphlet contains a vivid account of her deep feeling for 
these immigrants. An imaginative, generous child, she threw 
herself heart and soul into their struggle to conquer the 
soil. Who could have avoided being moved by their fight 
against hailstorms, droughts, and blizzards, and by their 
difficulties with language and ideas? Throughout her books, 
readers will find portrayals of the spirited men and women who 
faced difficult tasks with enviable stamina. These were the 
pioneers, the first subjects of Willa Cather 1 s literary 
endeavors. 
• • 
• I grew fond of some of the immigrants, particu-
~ 
9 MX Antonia, p. 16. 
6 
--------------+----~l~O~ -~p,~· ~2~9~- ------------------------------------~r--------
larly the old women who used to tell me of their home 
country. I used to think them underrated, and wanted 
to explain them to their neighbors. I have never 
found any intellectual excitement more intense than I 
used to feel when I spent a t morning with one of these 
pioneer women at her baking' or butter-making. I used 
to ride home in the moat unreasonable state of excite-
ment. I always felt as if they told me so much more 
than they said--as if I bad actually got inside an-
other person's skin. • • • Their stories used to go 
round and round in my hei1 at night. This was, with 
me, the initial impulse. 
This see~ to be the most important thing in her 
actively busy childhood, and with uncanny insight abe made the 
very moat of it. In a rather narrow existence in a barren 
place, nothing was too obscure to escape her. Her days were 
filled with unusual and absorbing incidents which she later 
recorded to achieve fame. Portions of· 0 Pioneeral, The Song 
" ... . . 
of the Lark, and ~ Antonia unite to form an album of Willa 
Cather's early years. Incident upon incident, impression 
after impression, was directly transplanted to her three suc-
cessful western novels. Her youth was a composite of that of 
Alexandra Bergson, of Thea Kronborg, and of Jim Burden--all 
sensitive, but thoroughly natural, children 
!people of all types, an understanding and a 
adult eccentricities and prejudices. 
who possessed, for ' 
love unmarred by I 
Because the Cathers' ranch was so far from· the nearest 
town, Willy did not regularly attend school until 1889 when 
the fa~l~ moved into the village of Red Cloud, at which time 
aha entered high school. Reading and writing were learned at 
I 
7 
------------~--------~Ra~in,~. ~~ p ~~------------------------------~--------
~ome, Latin from an old Englishman who lived nearby--a true 
~ scholar, ideally sui ted to tutor a perceptive child. Like 
Thea in The Song of the Lark, she was soon to set out for the 
city with a love for things classical.12 
Long evenings spent in reading old and beautiful 
!English classics to her grandmothers provided a familiarity 
with various forms of literary style and with a background 
for all her writings; it was this classical background ~hat 
I jappeared in her literary theories and in the formation of her 
I 
'life as an artist. Having learned Latin early, loving it 
intensely, and reading it easily, she employed an ample scat-
tering of quotations from it in almost everything she pub-
lished. 
Even after entering the University of Nebraska in 
1891, during her rather frequent visits and holiday vacations 
in Red Cloud, she continued to read with the English neigh-
or, whose counterpart we have in Thea Kronborg's music teach-
r, the gifted and restless A. Wunsch. If Wunsch is her 
atin teacher, how very well he knew her--her moods and her 
~eaires, her faults and her possibilities, her potentialities 
r nd her paradoxes. It is only logical, in such an isolated, 
~arren place, that it was he who first inspired and encour-
ged her to write. F'rom him also came the warning, "Go slow-
ly, go slowly, ye steeds of the night." 
What a wise caution for an impatient person1 And it 
fell upon attentive ears. These wonderful Nebraska people of 
!her childhood were to live in Willa Ca tber 1 a memory all her 
life. But with the exception of a few clumsy short stories 
during her university years, she was to put the pioneers 
aside for almost twenty years. For that length of time she 
was to distrust them as subject hatter for novels, and to be-
llieve rather that she must devote hers a lf to acquiring cul-
l 
ture and learning to write in an accepted style. 
She entered college with a thirst for knowledge and 
an "urgent craving for an enlargement of pars onali ty and ex-
perience through contae t wi tb civiliza tiona and the great men 
of the pas t. 11 14 An acquaintance of 1896 describes her for 
us as a tan-skinned young girl with flashing, china-blue eyes 
and short clipped hair. She wore a small-brimmed sailor hat, 
a box coat with mannish lapels, a man's shirt with high col-
lars that fastened under the chin--this was Willa Cather, an 
outstanding student attending the University in Lincoln, 
Nebraska •15 
13 Cather, Willa, ~Song of the Lark (New Yorkt 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1915}, P• 34• Cf. Boynton, Percy H., Some 
Contemporary Americans (Chicago:.--Tha University of Chicago 
Press, 1924), p. 162, for a statement of the autobiographical 
element in Willa Cather's writings. Cf. her own statement on 
the first page of the Introduction ofthe thesis. 
14 Overton, Grant M., The Woman Who Make Our Novels 
(New York:: Moffatt, Yard and Company, 19I8')-;-p:- ~. 
_....:.__ ___ 1------'-7-'-'-_, ar.gaan-t.,~ .£!! •' p..._2...7-~------------+-----
Work on a newspaper partially paid her expenses while 
her years as a student were proving profitable. Here in 
Lincoln she exhibited the faith, grit, determination, and hard 
ork which were becoming necessary for her happiness; and her 
spirit responded to the cultural advan,tages of a city. De-
tailed depictions of thoughts and desires, of vivid likes and 
deep resentments at this time, may be found in the second 
pages of ~ Song of the Lark. The book portrays 
ch of that transition period in Willa Cather's life when she 
as breaking away from the West and preparing to make a ca.-
for herself as an artist. If one pauses a moment to re-. 
the carefree days on the ranch, the years that went into 
Antonia and 0 Pioneersl, and to contrast them with these 
competitive years at the University, 
e can anticipate which two novels of the Trilogy will be 
enjoyable reading--which will present the most moving 
The art museum became a place of retreat for her. 
so moved by her first symphony orchestra that her 
eet and her bands became ice-cold, and when she ~alked the 
streets afterward in a stupor, people jostled her and were 
annoyed. 
These must have been long, impatient years for one 
from a rough country who desired so intensely an education 
nd an acquaintance with the fine arts, for one who desired 
to become a respected artist. Sbe was a young girl, homesick 
10 
-------+-o_r_~he natural grandeur, and tbe family inter_e_s_t_s_-;_,_ o_f_ b_e_r ___ -l------
home; but a girl who saw for the first time her bright fu-
ture--a future which might make her forget the past and all 
the seemingly unimportant people who inhabited it. Homesick 
as she was for the vast spaces of home, her inquisitive mind 
demanded an intellectual growth which she had begun in her 
inspiring lessons with her old friend and neighbor, the 
scholarly Latin teacher.l6 
At an early age, Willa Cather sensed that she was set 
apart for a special career--willing to sacrifice anything to 
achieve it117 There is a lack of biographical material, writ-
ten as such, about Miss Cather but many paragraphs from her 
novels can be found which depict her personality and report 
her feelings at that time. The following could have been 
written only by one who had experienced similar fee lings:: 
She was shaken by a passionate excitement. She did 
not altogether understand what ·vvunsch was talking about; 
and yet, in a way, she knew. She knew of course, that 
there was something about her that was different. But it 
was more like a friendly spirit than like anything that 
was a part of herself. She thought everything to it, and 
it answered her; happiness consisted of that backward and 
forward movement of herself. The a orne thing came and 
went, she never knew how. Sometimes she hunted for it 
and could not find it; again, she lifted her eyes from a 
book, or stepped out of doors, or wakened in the morning, 
and it was there,--under her cheek, it usually seemed to 
be, or over her breast,--a kind of warm sureness. And 
when it was there, everything was more interesting and 
beautiful, even people. When this companion was with 
her, she could get the most wonderful things out of 
16 For some vivid accounts of homesickness, one may 
read either of her two novels, One of ~ or The Song of the 
Lark. 
17 See Carroll, Latrobe, "Willa Cather,u Bookman, 53: 
----------~l~.q=;2~l~·RD• 212-216. 
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Spanish Johnny, or Wunsch, or Dr. Archie. 
Under an exterior of aloofness, of seeming self-suf-
ficiency, smoldered a nature hidden from view, a nature 
little-fitted to cope with the cruelty and disappointments 
of a literary career. While absorbing culture, she was at-
tempting to create a culture. However, as often occurs, the 
literary gift lagged behind the anticipation of it. There-
fore, the stories Willa Cather began writing for the college 
magazine were clumsy, ineffectual tales, inadequate and emot-
ional.19 Though crude, these stories were nevertheless mov-
ing accounts of the pioneers she had known. But she was still 
too close to her material. 
Toward the end of her senior year, for the first time, 
she came to admire writing for writing's sake; Henry James 
seemed to her the perfect writer and from him she learned how 
to use words. Here was the beginning of a struggle which was 
to last nearly fifteen years, for she could not cease trying 
to compromise between the subject matter she lived and the 
literary fashion she loved.20 Such a conflict is evident in 
her first writings. When the memories of people in Red Cloud 
18 The Song of the ~~ p. 99. 
·19 Cather, Willa, "These early stories were bald, 
clumsy, and emotional." ~uoted in an article by Latrobe 
Carroll, 2£• cit., p. 215. 
20 Rapin, .2£• .£ll., p. 12: "She never ceased trying to 
compromise between the kind of matter that (her) experience 
had g~ven (her) and the manner of writing which (she) admired 
. . . ' 
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moved her too deeply, she was inclined to distort them, often 
with such disguise that they lost truth and meaning. 21 There 
are evidences of this conflict between admiration of people 
and the ability to portray them all through her writings, but 
she partly conquered it, after many years, with the wise ad-
vice of Sarah Orne Jewett. In the meantime, she was writing 
as she saw fit. 
Although only nineteen when she was graduated from the 
University, Willa had absorbed enough of a larger existence to 
sharpen an ever-increasing preference for a highly civilized 
community where she could meet people, attend concerts, and 
otherwise live an abundant life. Therefore, in 1896, she 
journeyed east to Pittsburgh where she had friends. She be-
lieved that a writer had to live in various parts of the coun-
try before he could portray life. 22 Her newspaper experience 
in college proved sufficient to commend her for the position 
of telegraph editor and dramatic critic on the Daily Leader. 
The Leader, owned by Ethelbert Nevin's father, was an after-
noon publication, far from high-brow. 
Like other reporters, abe spent many of her after-
noons and evenings speaking to clubs throughout the city. 
Other assignments included reviews of plays and concerts and 
21 Cather, Willa, "It is always hard to write about 
the things that are near to your heart. From a kind of in-
s tine t of ae lf-protec tion you dis tort them." --Quoted from an 
interview with Grant M. Overton, ££• £!!., P• 257. 
____________ ,_ ______ ~2-2~Q~ar~~Ql-l,.~§_ op. £!!·· n. 2~. 
interviews with actors and other artists who visited the 
town. Music was the second greatest interest in Willa 
Cather's life.23 Undoubtedly much of the success of her re-
porting resulted from her intense interest in artists and 
their work. Her old ability to listen, and then to inspire 
and to be inspired, had not deserted her; and Pittsburgh's 
talented guests told her so much
1 
because she was so very 
eager to listen.24 Many of these visitors appear in her writ-
ings. A reporter at that time on the Pittsburgh Post said 
that she was 
••• a nice enough lady, but for the life of me I can't 
think of one outstanding thing about her. · ·Everyone was 
very much surprised when2ghe started writing, although she was a good reporter. 
And her reporting experience prepared her the most for 
her successful novels, for a technique for faithful recording 
is not too far removed from her theory of memory-material. 
However, despite a gift for it, newspaper work was not satis-
fying enough to make a lasting hold on her. She had had 
enough of printer's ink and teal In 1901, she resigned to be-
come the head of the English Department in the Alleghany 
High School; but in the meantime travel in France and in the 
Southwest of the United States and writing short stories and 
23 One winter in New York she heard Beethoven's Third 
Symphony five times in ten days. Cf. Van Doren, Carl, ~­
temporarY American Novelists (New YOrk: The Macmillan Company, 
[1922), p. 119. 
24 Sergeant, 2£• £11. 1 p. 247. 
25 Haag, Jackson D., former reporter and playwright 
who knew Miss Cather in Pittsburgh •. 
14 
verse occupied her free time. ----------~·~·-------IJnly her winters were spent in . 
Pittsburgh. 
In April of 1900, Cosmopolitan published Willa 
Cather's first short s t6ry, "Eric Hermans on's Soul. u 'Ihe 
same month her poem, narandmotber, 'Ihink Not, 11 appeared in 
three magazines. I n November, she had her. first short story 
in the Ladies' Home Journal, and a poem of hers appeared in 
the December Critic. She had achieved her first literary 
recognition, part of the fame she had envisaged when the 
stories of the old pioneer women went round and round in her 
bead and kept her from sleeping. 
In 1903, R. G. Badger of Boston published a slim 
volume of her poems, April Twilights, dedicated to Mr. Cather 
as a Valentina. Tbis collection constituted her perceptions 
of many things: London roses, Chicago alley cats, a Swedish 
mother in Nebraska, Roman statues--recollections of things to 
common along with things classicall The poems are by an 
author still young and impressed by all things beautiful. In 
being impressed, of course, there was no fault. But faulty 
indeed was her exertion in reporting all her impressions 
rather than in selecting only those worth transmission. Art 
is lost when one attempts to write on too great a variety of 
subject matter. 
But what did abe, herself, think of the poema? 
I am afraid you will have a bard time proving that I 
have been an effective force in American Poetryl I do 
not take myself seriously as a poet. However, since you 
ask which poems I prefer, I will tell you some of them. 
"A Likeness," "A Silver Cup," "Going Rome," and "Macon 
frairie" I think are the2best ones. I believe 
11 Spanish 
Johnny" is most popular. 6 
Here is her own appraisal. Then why, with her ideals of cre-
ative art, did she allow a reprinting?27 
"Spanish Johnny," almost a requirement for junior high 
school anthologies, is the best known of the poems: 
The old West, the old time, 
The old wind singing through 
The red, red grass a thousand miles, 
And Spanish Johnny, youl 
He'd sit beside the water-ditch 
When all his herd was in, 
And never mind a child, but sing 
To his mandolin. 
• • • 
The gold songs, the gold stars, 
The world so golden then: 
And the hand so tender to a child 
Had killed so many men. 
He died a hard death long ago 
Before the road came in; 
The night before he swung, he sang 
To his mandolin.28 
However, as in the case of her novels, the shortest is 
the most vivid: 
Prairie ~ 
A crimson fire that vanquishes the stars; 
A pungent odor from the dusty sage; 
A sudden stirring of the huddled herds; 
A breaking of the distant table-lands 
Through purple mists ascending, and the flare 
26 Cather, Willa, April Twilights (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1923), P• 1 of the introduction. 
27 See Part III, p.75., for some of Miss Cather's 
theories about writing. 
28 Cather, 2£• £!i., P• 6. 
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Of water-ditches silver in the light; 
A swift, bright lance hurled low across the world; 
A sudden sickness for the hills of home.29 
The last line reveals more of the real Willa Cather than does 
the sum total of her novels. Only in this poem do we find a 
touch of the distinctiveness, th,e originality of an Emily 
Dickinson or of a Robert Frost; only in this poem has she felt 
so deeply that she must write her feelings into permanency. 
It would seem, however, that she was too eager to put this co~ 
lection into the hands of the publisher, for it contains versel 
rno better than the last stanza of 11 In Rose-Time 11 : 
Virtue hath a ' warm heart--
Folly's dead and drowned; 
Friendship hath her own when 
Love is underground. 
Ah1 for me the madness 
Of the spendthrift flower, 
Burning myriad sunsets 
In a single hour. 
For ~ is the .12z of ~ ~: 
That it blows, 
· Andgoes.30 
But perhaps hasty publishing may be easily forgiven 
~hen one considers her enthusiasm for a literary careerl 
What promise of a great literary career lies in these 
poems? Beneath her reticence, her difficulty in expressing 
her feelings and her fear of revealing too much, lay a depth 
of emotion which enabled her to depict a clear, sharp and full 
image in a few lines. When she overcame the hindrances, she 
29 ~., p. s. 
30 ~., P• 20. 
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had the qualities to produce the Trilogy. 
Between 1901 and 1905 1 eight of her short stories had 
appeared in such popular and worthy publications as 
!
Lippincott's Magazine, The New England Magazine, Scribner's, 
I I 
I Everybody 1 s 1 and McClure's. The last proved to be a godsend; 1 
s. s. McClure, the pursuer and the purse of much undeveloped I 
talent, was so impressed by the narratives that he published 
six of them in a small volume entitled The Troll Garden, 
which appeared for sale in 1905. 
These stories were written by one who knew what it 
' meant to catch the gleams from bigger things and bigger 
places. As yet, however, .most of her feelings for the coun-
try, which had given her so great an endowment in rich 
lwriting-materiaJ.,were those of resentment. Mixed with this · 
resentment were the feelings of homesickness for the great 
things of the West, those things to be found beyond the small 
towns--the things which she really loved. Here is the first I 
indication of something which recurred throughout her writing ! 
career. She seemed to want desperately some of the West, and l 
to hate thoroughly other parts of it. 
I i 
1 Willa Cather, in some of these short stories, shows a j 
!definite talent for social satire. But she felt that criti- I 
1
cism was not her province, had no place in art in fact~31 \ 
I 
even though a few of the stories are excellent in their sharp j 
I 
31 Cather,Willa, "The Novel Demeuble," in Not Under 
Forty (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1936), p. 40. 
I 
I 
I 
I 
images and accurate in their revealations of evils and 
119 
tices. 
In one of the stories~ a famous sculptor's body is 
accompanied to a small Kansas town by one of his New York 
students. rlenry Steavens~ the student~ changes his opinion o4 
the people in the small town from disbelief to hatred before I 
he realizes that Harvey Merrick's greatness lay as much in hi J 
forgiveness as in his skill. This,. 11The Sculptor's Funeral,." 
is one of the best stories in ~e Tr~ll Garden. The author's 
lscope is considerably widened i~ such a story, and her limi-
tations almost give way to perfection. The railroad scene, 
ll during which the body arrives, remains vivid in one's mind 
long after the story has been read. I . 
The first story in the book, 11Flavia and Her Artists, ' · 
I 
is of interest only to readers searching for clues to Willa 
I 
Ca ther's personality. It shows her contempt for people who 
"collect" artists very much as one would coll ect phonograph 
records or first editions. Too, it shows the author's begin-
ning of her quest of perfection in creativity.32 Her goal 
1
1
was h i gh and it stretched far into the future. With her 
thorough knowledge of the price of fame~ she would have been 
the first to admit that these stories were important only in 
that they showed promise. 
Rough as the stories are, they show a power, an abil-
to satirize and a tenacity to search for great subjects 
32 Whipple, p. 141. 
I 
I 
_, 
and a tendency to be discontented with the commonplace--the 
1very things which give her later novels an epic quality. 
!There is a vastness, something of the ancient and classical 
! perhaps~ that makes us, knowing ,her love for Vergil, wonder 
just what vast attainments she hoped to achieve some day. 1 
There is an evidence of a searching for status, hints of sen- 1 
sitivity, in all the stories of The Troll Garden. Integrated 
they incorporate a unique philosophy. Perhaps, though, they 
contain a little of the coldness of any philosophy.33 
As yet, she had not fully developed her ability to 
write. Let it suffice ·to say that these stories had more 
by reviews in literar¥ magazines. 
s. s. McClure was so pleased with The Troll Garden 
that in the year it was published (1905) he persuaded Willa 
Cather to come to New York to work on his magazine, one of th+ 
leading publications of the early nineteen-hundreds. AlthougJ 
I McClure's employed a brilliant staff, it was only logical tha r 
!Willa Cather would not remain with the magazine too long, for 
I primarily it was one of the several muckraking journals. 
I 
Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant declares that Miss Cather strongly ~ 
disliked muckraking, and that she seldom was affected by the 
crusading spirit of the age--"she fought the implications of 
33 Van Doren, ££• cit., p. 114. 
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the magazine world., all the six years of her stay in it.n34 
McClure's, it may be remembered, published Ida M. 
Tarbell's carefully documented history of the Standard Oil 
Company and Lincoln Steffen's exposures of corruption in mu-
nicipal politics. Since this sort of crusading was averse to 
Willa Cather's literary art,35 it is a wonder she even joined 
the magazine. However., · it offered her some opportunity .for 
her talents, and a great opportunity, too., to meet famous 
artists and celebrities. 
In 1905 she took an apartment on Washington Square. 
~rs. Sergeant gives a vivid description of the thirty-year-old 
author who dressed in plain clothes of brown or green and en-
joyed Wagnerian opera, the stories of Merimee and Turgenev, 
walks in Central Park, French wine and French cooking, the 
society of artists and old friends from Pittsburgh and the 
West. She gave the impression of belonging to a more reti-
cent, steadfast generation than that of her literary contem-
poraries. She complained that her neighbors were noisy, that 
her popularity had taken the thing she valued, time. This is 
the author before her first novel failed, before success with 
the western Trilogy. This is Willa Gather--a vigorous and 
single-minded woman, thoroughly unaccommodating in temper. 
Her face was as frank as it had been when she was a child; 
34 Sergeant, QE• cit., P• 269. Cf. Ida M. Tarbell's 
statement about Miss Gather in Twentieth-century Authors, ££• 
cit., P• 258. 
35 See Part II., p.4l., footnote 27. 
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all the determination of the prairie wind and sun was there. 
From her visit, Mrs. Sergeant writes that Miss Cather's ob-
jective was clear, and that she would have scorned to be ac-
corded a reputation before abe bad earned it. But never was 
she more certain. Sbe knew abe would have her career.36 
In the winter of 1908 Miss Cather, in Boston for 
,McClure's, ae t out, late one afternoon, to call on Mrs. Louis 
I 
Brandeis, a friend. When abe reached Mrs. Brandeis' home, her 
hostess suggested that Miss Cather would perhaps enjoy meeting 
a very charming lady who lived nearby. 
The little old lady was Mrs. James T. Fields, widow of 
the famous publishe~ and confidante of authors. The name of 
Fields meant something to Willa Cather, for her father's book-
case in Red Cloud bad contained volumes that bore the imprint 
of Ticknor and Fields, Boston. And Mrs. Fields would even-
tually become more than a name to her; moreover, on that after-
noon abe met for the first time the author, Sarah Orne 
Jewett, wbo shared Mrs. Fields' home. It was an important day 
the beginning of a close friendship which resulted in some 
excellent literary advice for Willa Cather, although she ig-
nored it for almost five years.37 
36 Sergeant, 212.• .£.ll., p •. 2~8. Cf. Tittle, Walter, 
u Glimpses of Interesting Americana, Century Magazine, July 
1925, PP• 309-313. 
37 Not Under Forty, pp. 52-95· Further glimpses of 
Mrs. Fields-may be found in M. A. De Wolfe Howe's extracts 
from her diaries under the title Memories of a Hostess 
(Boston: Little, Brown and Company, !922).---
With the exception of 1884, the year of the trek to 
Red Cloud, 1908 was the moat important year in Miss Cather's 
literary life. At the time, Sarah Orne Jewett was a popular 
and successful author, advice from whom might be well-heeded. 
As aforementioned, distrusting and disregarding her knowledge 
of the West, Willa Cather was writing very little of the 
things she knew best. It was Miss Jewett who a tar ted her on a 
new form of writing, aroused her courage, and gave her confi-
dence and inspiration so necessary in writing truthfully, 
simply, and easily of things she bad treasured in her memory 
for many years • 
One of the first things Miss Jewett told her was that 
s orne day she would write of her own country:: nYou must know 
the world before you can write of the parish.u38 Sarah Orne 
Jewett knew well the secret of writing, although it seemed 
more articulate in her heart than in her words of advice. In 
! Country of the Pointed Firs, now an American classic minia-
ture, she had captured her marvelous Maine country by simply 
putting on paper what actually was there. Like the Wessex of 
Thomas Hardy's Under the Greenwood Tree, and like the 
Shropshire of Mary Webb's Precious Bane, her beloved coast of 
-r-
Maine will always live in the quiet novel of the last century. 
· All three of these authors a teeped themselves in the his tory 
and customs of the regions they portrayed. No detail was too 
38 Preface to 1922 edition of Alexander's Bridge 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin). 
small to mention,39 and Sarah Orne Jewett took no chance that 
a reader would not be aesthetic enough to divine the over-
tones. The result, tempered by years of experience and con-
tentment with her region, is a beautiful recreation of Maine. 
The older woman cautioned that the younger author's 
success would lie in writing of what she knew of the Nebraska 
prairie, rather than in 11 putting in something. 1140 Although 
she was to disregard it for a number of years, the advice 
Willa Cather obtained finally made her successful. In a 
letter to the young writer, Miss Jewett said: 11 The thing that 
teases the mind over and over for years, and at last gets it-
self down rightly on paper--whether little or great--it be-
P.ongs to literature.u41 
The young writer listened attentively, but the cre-
~tive idea for .a coeval novel of Boston was teasing her mind, 
~emporarily shutting out the memory-material. And the fol-
~owing year she took the money she had saved to rent a house 
in Cherry Valley, New York, and write Alexander's Bridge. 
Although Willa Cather had said, 11 I decided I wouldn't 
write any more about the country and the people for whom I had 
39 As a contrast, it will be interesting to note in 
Part II that Willa Cather never forsook her original theory 
of things being mainly felt rather than named upon the printed 
page. 
40 Cather, Willa, The Best Stories of Sarah Orne 
Jewett, 2 volumes (Boston:-nQughton Mifflin-company,~, 
~reface). 
41 Loc. cit. 
--·---------T---------------,l.~~---------------------------------~~5 ____ _ 
a personal feeling,"'+'- the public's and the critics' recep-
tion of Alexander's Bridge, offered for sale in 1912, changed 
her mind. · It was a negligible novel, slight in subject and 
style .43 
Rather than discuss Alexander's Bridge in terms of the 
critics who reviewed it, let us examine Willa Cather's later 
opinion of this story of a Boston bridge-builder, whose 
greatest engineering project collapses along with his ideals 
I 
and his marriage. In the preface to the 1922 edition of the 
novel she writes:: 
'I'he people and the places in the subject-matter 
in teres ted me intensely at the time when it was written, 
because they were new to me and were in themselves at-
tractive. 
Alexander's Bridge was written in 1911, and 0 f!2= 
neersl tbe following year. 1he difference in quality in 
the two books is an illustration of the fact that it is 
not always easy for the inexperienced writer to distin-
guish between his own material and that which he would 
like to make his own. l;!;verything is new to the young 
writer, and everything seems equally personal. That 
which is outside his deepest experience, which he ob-
serves and studies, often seems more vital than that 
which he knows well, bec~pse he regards it with all the 
excitement of discovery.44 
'Ibis then, in the honest words of its perceptive 
author, was Alexander's Bridge, her first novel. 
42 Overton, ££• cit., p. 257. 
43 Van Doren, Carl, .2£• cit., p. 115. Cf. Morris, 
Lloyd, "Vv-illa Cather, u North American Review, 219:641-652, 
May 24, p. 646. 
44 Cather, Willa, Alexander's Bridge (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1924), p. 1 of preface. 
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PART II 
HER SUCCESS: THE TRILOGY 
What courage it must have taken for Willa Cather to 
bandon a style of writing she bad spent twenty years achiev-
ingl One of less determination to succeed might have given 
f P, for Alexander's Bridge was a vapid novel with a distinct 
~ir of artificiality.! But the . courageous resolution she bad 
bade was to enable her to write betDer. 
Two incidents in her life which Miss Cather consider-
ed most influential in her writing were her transplantat1on 
o Nebraska and her friendship with Sarah Orne Jewett. It is 
· nteres t1.ng to observe bow the ·synthesis of these two factors 
rought her fame. Her first success, concomitantly, was the 
irst of her four Western returns--a reflect1.ve contemplation 
f the memory-material. 
Now Willa Cather realized the truth of Sarah Orne 
ewe tt' s prognostication that she would one day write of her 
2 
and she would have to make a way of her own. 
p Pioneersl proved to be a successful novel, one to whicp 
1 Morris, Lloyd, " willa Catber," North American Re-
~~ 219:641-652, l\iay 24, 1924, p. 646, cr. Part 1, p. 2:5, 
footnote 43. 
2 Cather, Will a, Preface to the ~ Stories ££ Sarah 
Jewett, 2 volumes, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, · 
9 5). 
I 
I 
literary merit is, with continuing enthusiasm, still ascribed • 
• • • from the first chapter I decided not to "write 11 at 
all--simply to give myself up to the pleasure of recap~­
ing in memory people and places I had believed forgotten • . 
This was what my friend Sarah Orne Jewett had advised 
me to do. She said to me that if my life had lain in 
a part of the world that was without literature, and 
I couldn't tell about it truthfully in the form I most 
admired, .· I should have to make a kind of writing tha.t 
would tell it, no matter what I lost in the process.? 
Parallel to the writing abe was capable of and the 
~riting which she admired4 appeared, as subject matter, Willa 
Cather's lifetime interests: The Pioneer and the Artist. 
The best of her writing portrays the first, of whom she pos-
sessed an almost intuitive knowle.dge attained during her 
I 
years in Nebraska. rler work of a lesser quality reveals the 
Artist. 
The things which had teased her mind for years5 at 
last had taken form creditably on paper. Like most books, 
~ Pioneers1 received some adverse criticism, but on the whole 
it was said to be a book of great drama, achieved through a 
simplicity of style • 
. This novel, like the others of the best Cather cre-
ations, is the character portrayal of a resolute heroine. 
-
4 Whipple, T. K., Spokesmen (New York:. D. Apple ton 
and Company, 1928), P• 140. 
5 Preface to the Best Stories of Sarah Orne Jewett, 
.2£• cit . ; uTbe shapes and scenes that have 'teased' the mind 
for years, when they do at last get themselves rightly put 
down, make a very much higher order of writing ••• than the 
most vivid and vigorous transfer of immediate impressions. 
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lexandra Bergson, whose Swedish parents brought her to this 
I 
ountry and settled on the prairie of Nebraska, is a robust 
trong-willed, idealistic Mid-Westerner~ When Alexandra was I· 
n her teens, John Bergson died, leaving his daughter his Old- 1 
! 
r orld belief that land, in itself, is desirable; and, strange- · 
~y enough, he had designated her as bead of the family, though 
per mother still lived and her two brothers were older than 
I ihe. 
A short time before Mr. Bergson's death, Alexandra had 
old her childhood friend, Carl Linstrum,that she didn't know 
would become of the family when her father died. From a 
irl lacking self-reliance, however, she grew into an ambit-
ous, energetic woman, especially competent in business mat-
ers. Despite tbe protestations of her brothers, Lou and · 
scar, she paid off the mortgage on the old homestead, bought 
new farms, and became ·the wealthiest land-owner in the region. , 
br. Bergson had been right; he probably had known she was more l 
l ntelligent than her brothers. As Alexandra worked harder, I 
odernized her farming and became more shrewd in business ! 
ransactions, the brothers became more antagonistic until 
f inally there was open conflict among the three. But conflict ! 
~ ould not deter Alexandra, for truly she possessed the two 
ualities John Bergson had attributed to her--strength of will 
~nd a simple, direct way of thinking things out. And she 
\ roved to be not a person without self-reliance, but what her 
ather had known she could be. 
Meanwhile Carl, who had 
I 
one East with his parents whe i 
29 
the farming became difficult, practiced wood-engraving 
in New York--later going to Alaska to form a gold-mining 
partnership. He planned to return to Alexandra when be bad 
acquired fortune enough to silence any possible deprecatory 
I talk by her critical neighbors. But there was no hurry, 
seemingly, in either his mind or Alexandra's. 
This mostly uneventful story of bard, everyday life 
changes, in the last few chapters, to a tale of great sorrow. 
Alexandra's younger brother, Emil, of whom she was very fond, 
has fallen in love with laughing Marie Sbabata, as kind as 
!she was witty. Marie's morose husband, Frank, upon f'inding 
them i n the orchard one evening, murders both. Alexandra 
sends for Carl, who immediately returns and subsequently mar-
ries her. It is doubtful whetmr strong, sensible Alexandra 
needed Carl, for, . as Overton says, she could have survived 
6 
anything that life could do to her. 
Carl is the great flaw in the book. It seems that 
!willa Cather put him there so the story would have a hero; j 
and then, because some thing bad to be done wi tb him before tha i 
story ended, had Alexandra call him back. It has often been 
1said that the ability to draw convincing character-portraits I 
or men is one of the marks of literary maturity and skill in I 
the work of a woman novelist. At this time, Willa Cather bad I 
not yet succeeded in this. Carl is as unnecessary and uncon- l 
I 
I 
6 Overton, Grant M., 
New York: Moffat Yard and 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
vincing as the hero of Alexander's Bridge is ineffectual. 
Alexandra, her struggles and attainments and sorrows is the 
book. 
But what of this tall, ambitious girl whose innate 
~isdom was surpassed only by her sympathy and generosity? 
From whence came Miss Cather's material for such character 
~rawing? Obviously, from ber own youthful years in Nebraska 
she remembered much, so it was possible to sketch a pioneer 
representative of the Europeans who, transplanted to America, 
worked laboriously and unceasingly, meanwhile assimilating 
the new and strange American culture. 
Percy Holmes Boynton wrote that Alexandra is master-
ful, perhaps too magnanimous to be understood, and that per-
paps she is doomed to spiritual soli tude among her own 
~eople.7 But all in all abe is indomitable. And Carl Van 
poren and his brother Mark declare that the pioneers of Willa 
Cather's novels are driven by powerful inner forces which they 
8 
themselves do not. comprehend. This is perhaps true of 
~lexandra. Her character is frequently too epic _ to be natu-
~al. But often thrilling are the deeds she seems to do in-
~tinetively. Noteworthy of these are her defense and care of 
ttcrazy Ivar, n a simple soul and an alleged lunatic; her kind-
r 7 Boynton, Percy H., The Rediscovery of the American ~rontier {Chicago, University-of Chicago Presi; ~), p. 107. 
8 Van Doren, Carl and Mark, American and British 
~iterature Since ~ {New York and Londont The Century Com-
~any, 1925), P• 121. 
----+----
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ness to old Mrs. Lee; her employment of the Swedish immigrant 
girls; and her striving for the pardon of the ostracized mur-
derer, Frank Shabata. 
On the other hand, things obviously just as spontan-
eous in Alexandra's actions are her misunderstanding of the 
love of Emil and Marie, her inability to achieve a reconcil-
iation with her two older qrotbers, and her aggressiveness in 
her relations with the people around bar. 
These quotations give some insight into Alexandra's 
personality: 
(1) If Alexandra had had much imagination, abe might 
have guessed what was going on in Emil's mind, and abe 
would have seen long before what was going on in Marie' a. 
But that, as Emil himself had once reflected, was 
Alexandra's blind side, and ber life had not been of the 
kind to sharpen her vision. Her training had ~11 been 
toward the end of making her proficient in what abe had 
undertaken to do. Her personal life, her own realiza-
tion of herself, was almost a subconscious existence; 
like an underground river that came to the surface only 
here and there at intervals, months apart, and then sank 
again to flow under her own fields. ~evertheless, the 
underground stream was still there, and it was because 
she bad so much peraonali ty to put into her enterprises 
and succeeded in putting it into them so completely, 
that her affairs prospered better than those of her 
ne igbbo.rs. '7 
(2) To her hired man, Crazy Ivar, when he feared 
being ttput away," she said, "Let other people go on talking 
as they like and we will go on living as we think bast. ulO 
(3) "Her mind was slow, , truthful, steadfast. Sbe bad 
9 Cather, Willa, 0 Pioneersl (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1913), p. 22. 
10 Ibid· L-P-~·~1~0~·--------------------------------------+---------
I 33 ---'--~----~·-----+-­~ot the least spark of cleverness." 
Therefore, if Q Pioneers1 is unappreciated by some 
readers it may need, as Miss Cather's books often do, to be 
taken in retrospect, as Ben Ray Redman would say. In an 
article on James T. Farrell, be wrote: 
A novelist can scarcely set himself a more difficult 
task than that of writing objectively and without com-
ment of a protagonist who is sure to become increasingly 
offensive to readers who encounter him. Even an exper-
ienced reader may be misled, and become impatient with 
the author, when his impatience should be directed 
against the fictitious character who bas provoked it by 
auctorial design. In this case, be can appreciate the 
novelist's acbf~vemant--if there is an achievement--only 
in retrospect. 
Unquestionably, one appreciates Miss Cather's books 
not so much on a first reading, as after the acquaintance bas 
aged. But in the case of Q Pioneers1, should impatience be 
directed against Alexandra Bergson, the heroine, it is also 
against the author, for the reader makes the disconcerting 
discovery, as the story progresses, that Miss Cather !! 
13 
Alexandra. Further reading, further retrospect, only make 
the belief more positive. Perhaps the author anticipated 
this discovery, when (on page 227) she wrote: 
There was about Alexandra something of the impervious I 
ll .!212.·' p. 28. 
12 Redman,. Ben Ray, Saturday Review£! Literature, 
29:7, May 18, 1946. 
13 This opinion is shared by almost all critics who 
have written of Miss Cather's novels. £!• Rapin, Overton, 
Sergeant. 
I 
I 
calm of 
people, 
less it 
a trings 
the fatalist, always disconcerting to very young 
wbo cannot feel that the heart lives at all un-
is still at the ne rcy of storms; .. p.nle s s its 
can scream to the touch of pain.~ 
And it is not an idle admonition if one considers 
lwl hat the author is trying to convey in the book. She seems 
to be telling us that certain emotions are not for certain I 
I 
people. To Alexandra, pass·ion like that of Marie and Emil I 
undoubtedly had to be. But couldn't it perhaps have been mod- I· 
at least, the reach exceeds the grasp. And, too, if Alexandra 
is a portrait of the author, it is only natural that W~lla 
1
1 
Cather, being reticent, would not allow the reader a t~o com-
lete comprehension of the character's personality. One can I 
!know her, however, better than be can appreciate her, for she 
' is the type of self-sacrificing individual who always must be 
esteemed even if she can't be loved. And yet, at first 
glance, her character doesn't seem mysterious. 
I 
1 
I 
I 
I 
I 
. I Alexandra's was a straightforward, narrow existence, 1 
bound by Longfellow's poetry and such weighty decisions as ·: .. tml 
0 Pioneers • so. 
-----------~~----------------------------------------------------------------+~~-------ponstruction of a silo. But over against these faults she 
~osseased a great generosity, and also an understanding of 
simple, good things which was 11 no less great for the slowness 
with which it came to her." 15 It is just that Alexandra dupes 
us. Sbe doesn't always act the way we feel her personality 
would cause ·her to act. (Tbere is also her almost aesthetic 
~ppreciation of nature to be considered.) ~vena second read-
~ng would not completely clarify in the mind of the curious 
pust bow Willa Cather felt about 1 this woman (or about herself, 
f Alexandra!! Willa). 
How did she feel about Alexandra's limitations? Are 
uhey limitations imposed upon the heroine by the author or 
~erhaps by the readers' own standards of what he considers 
~haracteristically human and natural? Does the author maybe 
onsider them excellencies rather than limitations? From tbe 
Pinal paragraph of the book, one would infer that the author's 
~ympatbies are wholly with Alexandra, and one cannot help 
vondering whether Miss Cather chose wisely the outcome for her 
:leroine. Even the a t-first-glance-triump);lant ending may not 
convince many people: 
••• fortunate country, that is one day to receive 
hearts like Alexandra's into its bosom, to give them out 
again in the yellow whe~t, in the rustling corn, in the 
shining eyes of youth.lo 
Compare Alexandra with Sayward Wheeler in Conrad 
15 Ibid., P• 43• 
16 tt p. ~7. 
~icbter's The Fields, often praised for its verity and artis-
tic style. 17 Sayward is a warmer, completely convincing 
character with her smaller amount of property, her struggle as 
great as Alexandra's, her gain far surpassing Alexandra's. 
She turned down the path slowly now, and when she 
came from the woods abe stopped. It was something to 
tramp all that way in the dark forest and then come out 
in the brightness of your own fields. On this rise, she 
could see her whole improvement, her log cabin and barn, 
the log school and meeting bouse, but the mortal best 
were her fields laying cleared, green and golden in the 
sun. 
She stood there awhile for she knew every patch of 
ground she had opened to the daylight. • • • She could 
still mind herself walking barefoot in th~ soft, worked 
ground that day and bow the corn grains she dropped in 
the rows had seemed drops of gold and rubystone to a 
woodsy. Yonder beyond the potatoes stretched her field 
of flax, high as her breasts and level as standing 
water. • • • Ob she should never have walked the bound-
ary of her land if she intended to sell her land.1e 
Sayward is at all times convincing; abe is frightened by the 
forest; she lives through conclusions, is scarred by them as 
human beings must be. In her decision concerning her bus-
band's affair with the school teacher, in deciding not to sell 
her land, and in the . way the death of her child by fire af-
fected her--in all such situations abe follows the natural 
course of the character Conrad Richter has built for her. 
There is no false note. Heroine and land and love of the land 
17 Cf., e.g., Saturday Review of Literature, J..4:7, Ag. 
8, 1936, p. 330. Atlantic, 177:156, p:-8oo. New Yorker, 22: 
89, Mr. 30, 1936, p. 120. ~ Review, 35t765;-5ummer 1946, 
550. 
18 Richter~ Conrad, The Fields (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf. 1946). p. lb1. -
-
!are fused in fluid, authentic prose. 
I But not so in the na-rrative of Alexandra, who has to 
send for inadequate Carl, without whom she has done very well 1 
I 
for twenty-five years. To 11save her from spiritual isolat-
ion, 11 Alexandra should hav-e .had children, thus demonstrating 
her character to be as magnanimous as Miss Cather merely says 
it -is. Children would have absorbed the affection she sup-
pressed and inherited her inarticulate love of the land. Chil-
. I 
re n would have gained from s tre ngth and aile nee while adults 1 
needed words and actions. Children, with the narrowing of the I 
I ~estern open spaces and the fusion of cultures, would have 
lquired her determination and combined it with tolerance to 
ac-1 
be-
COill9 whole beings • 
Earhaps ,ber character is just too great, too mys ter-
1 ious to be fully understood. But there is nothing profound 1 
n her words: I 
••• Suppose I do will my land to their (her brother~) I 
children, what difference ·will that mke? The land be-
longs to the future, Carl; that's the way it seema to me. j 
I might as well try to will the sunset over there to my I 
brothers' children. We come and go, but the land is al-
ways here. And the people who love it and understand it · 1 
are the people who own it--for a little while.l9 1 
I 
Too often Miss Cather only vouches for characters, so I 
f hat tbe reader must try to achieve an overall interpretation 
ry overlooking their limitations and imagining their great-
ass. But in 0 Pioneers~ she makes such an interpretation 
ifficult, for she is Alexandra for whom the land is the 
--------------r-----------------------------------------------------~--------D~s, ______ _ greatest thing that matters; and both she and the land have 
limitations not easily overlooked. Miss Cather's treatment 
of nature, beautiful as it is, is too objective to harmonize 
with the characters she depicts. She does not poetically arid 
warmly blend people with the soil as do Hardy, r~ry Webb, and 
others at their best. Merely saying that the land is impor-
' ' 
tant will not make it so. Land becomes important only when it 
contains the roots or the means of a way of life for centur i es 
felt to have been nearly sacred. 
Moreover, it is regrettable that Willa Cather ignored 
the family and distrusted domes t ic life, for in distrusting 
she distorted. 20 An author cannot portray a portion of soci-
ety by presenting the ·pioneer alone or the artist alone. To 
write a truly great novel, the values must be intact, the 
theme and the mood must approach universal truths'. 21 Machin-
ery, invention, in a novel is always annoying. ~ertainly, for 
example, the endipg of 0 Pioneersl is mechanical, a kind of 
face-saving for the author. Such a defect would not ruin a 
novel, however, if it were excellent in all other respects. 
Some of Miss Cather's descriptions, especially, ~ 
20 Sergeant, Fire Under the Andes: A Grou~ of North 
American Portraits (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, l9 7T; pp. 
261-282 (reprinted from The New Republic, 43:91-94, June 17, 
1925), p. 280. Note also the-Iong list of meaningless or mis-
erable marriages in .Miss Cather's novels, e.g., Tbea and Fred, 
t he St. Peters, the Forresters, Claude and Enid Wheeler, the 
Hensbawes, the Jim Burdens, et. al. 
21 See the seven points on which C.F. Johnson evalu-
ates great literature in Elements of Literary Criticism, (New 
York:; American Book Company, 1898). 
-----------~-------------------------------------------------------+~------
excellent, exhibiting a true lover of beauty--one who was 
able to paint bright, fresh colors and clear outlines which 
are reminiscent of the best of Sarah Orne Jewett. And she 
describes the restless, moving spirit of the eager man and 
women who built up the Middle-West. Alexandra (like many 
others in those days) was willing to contend with poverty, and 
finally to aubjuga te the land, and to adjust her life until 
it measured up to the dreams of her immigrant neighbors and 
their parents. With the exception of the d~·nouement at the 
very end of the story, all this worthy accomplishment is at-
tained without strain. For the moat part, £ Pioneersl reads 
as if she actually wrote it as if she were telling it to 
I 
Sarah Orne Jewett.22 She simply
1
told her story, and there-
sult became the first example of what has become known as the 
distinctively Cather style. 
This style was no accident, nor was it yet habitual or 
automatic. It was aimed at and struggled for consistently 
throughout the author's life. Essentially, it involved chang-
ing the conventional novel from the heavily discursive thing 
it had become to a more classic form--most of which resembled 
following Wordsworth's poetic theory of emotion recollected in 
tranquility. Much of Miss Cather's writing was conceived in 
an attitude of placid reminiscence, thousands of miles and de-
22 11 I tried to te 11 the a tory of people as tru tbfully 
as if I were telling it to her by word of mouth. "--Willa 
Cather quoted by Latrobe Carroll, in an essay entitled "Willa 
Sibert Cather," Bookman, 53:212-216, p. 215. 
cades away from the material with which it dealt.23 This is 
apt to lead to the author's intrusion into the scene,24 but 
it has advantages, which occasionally almost overshadow the 
harm. 
One of the fore mos t results of such con's c ie n ti ous 
reminiscence came logically and naturally, namely that time 
and distance stripped the western memory-material of all ex-
cess emotions, cataloguing, and various lengthy des~riptive 
~igressions so characteristic of novels by many of Miss 
Cather's contemporaries.25 (This is rather characteristic of 
today 1 s writers also.) Such unnecessary cluttering frequently 
- 26 ~esults when an author is too close to his material. But 
I ~illa Cather avoided the dullness and the heaviness of the 
current overloaded narration. Truth was realism to her, real-
ism that remained when time had minimized original emotion 
and had eliminated the clutter that would have resulted there-
froml 
Whatever is felt upon the page without specifically 
being named there--that, it seems to me, is created. It 
is the inexplicable presence of the thing not named, of 
23 Porterfield, "Willa Cather, tt in Contem~orary 
Authors by J. c. Squire (New York: Henry Holt, l9 8), p. 48. 
Cf. Boynton, Some Contemporary Americans .(Chicago, The Univer-
[sTty of Chicago15'ress, l934), p. 171. 
24 Boynton, 12£• cit. 
25 Note how far, too, she has veered from the style of 
Henry James. 
26 Note, in a later paragraph, what effect this will 
1_,() 
. have on ~ So g 9.f. tb~~Lar~·~k·----------------+----
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the overtone divined by the ear but not heard by it, the 
verbal mood, the emotional aura of the fact of the thing 
or the deed that gives high quality to the novel or the 
drama, as well as to poetry itself.27 
Thus we have Willa Cather's conception of novel-
~riting. Only two critics28 have suggested that her writing 
superseded the theories--that such economy was a matter of 
necessity rather than of insight; and they point to scenes 
which are artificial or underdrawn (the deaths of Marie and 
~mil, the elopement of Thea and Fred, and the death of Father 
Joseph as examples) to illustrate her inability to handle 
~assion and tragedy. The criticism may be justified; in part 
0 Pioneers l is more sentimental than subtle. Too, uTbe Novel f-.;;...;;;;;....;..;.... __ __ 
tDemeuble l{ was written in 1922, and the novel in 191..lt.; and 
also there is no recording of Willa Cather's theories of writ-
ing before her· first novel appeared and before critics and her 
27 nThe Novel Demeuble, 11 ~Under Forty (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1936), p. 43· She also wrote here: "The 
novel f or a long while , has been overfurnished. 1he impor-
tance of material objects bas been so stressed that we take it 
for granted that whoever can observe can write a nove 1. We 
~st distinguish between the novel as a form of amusement and 
as a form of art. 'Ihe novel to entertain great multi.tudes 
~st be considered like a cheap soap or pe r fume. Quality is a 
distinct disadvantage for people who want only quantity. 
• • • 
1nrow all the furniture out of the window. Also all 
the meaningless reiterations concerning physical sensations, 
all the tiresome old patterns. ~eave the room as bare as the 
stage of a Greek theatre. The nursery tale and the tragedy 
are killed by tasteless amplitude.n p. 51. 
28 Whipple and Francis Hackett, Whipple, ~· cit., 
p. 150. 
publisher had crystallized her style.29 
And if the theories ~ come after the product, then 
what? Does it not suggest at least that she suspected she 
had once had, or still had, limitations? Whatever the order 
of events, her conception of novel-writing accounts for scenes 
which have the power to live in the reader's mind years after 
he has finished reading a novel of hers. It resulted in the 
one quality which continued to ftower long after many of Miss 
Cather's other abilities began to fade. A~ Lady, as a 
later paragraph will show, was a lrich mine of such miniatures. 
And they were not absent in the fos thumously published volume 
of short stories. I 
Structurally, 0 Pioneers1 is not sound. Its author 
might have learned from Sarah Orne Jewett that a writer must 
be willing to submit to his material wholeheartedly. Occas-
ionally, 0 Pioneers1 runs wild. Actually, too much material 
for only one novel was obviously available; perhaps a sepa-
rate book could have been wisely written from the material be-
hind this novel's five parts. Certainly it has a rich store 
29 One has only to look at the publicity Knopf issued 
on Miss Cather to see how her publisher strove to popularize 
her work. The J.Cnopf Pamphlet, especially, illustrates this. 
And, in the Knopf style, ail Cather novels were printed in 
special type on special paper in special bindings.--all are 
nbeautiful books." Interesting, . indeed, is the account of how 
Willa Cather, at the time scarcely known, walked unannounced 
into Knopf's office and impressed him so profoundly that he 
began promoting her. Knopf spoke of her as his 11 favori te 
house author." New Yorker, Nov. 23, 1949, p. 47. For the 
influence a publisher occasionally has on a novel, see Frank 
L. Mott's Golden Multitudes, ££• cit., Chapter XLIV. 
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of unfinished character portrayal and incident. How much, 
though, of the epic qualitt might have been lost in such an 
embellishment is hard to s l y. At 
off toward the end. For el ample, 
any rate, the book does fall 
the lifeless relationship 
between Alexandra and Carl is an anemic thing in comparison 
with the pathos and passion of Emil and 1~rie's love. 
It is obvious that in this one novel the author be-
came completely lost in thi material.3° In Alexander's 
Bridge she had had her "flingn at the writing she admired; 
I 
now she was home again1 Her "life linen and the line of her 
- . 11 
personal endeavor had met. r Here was the wisdom of intui-
1 tion as opposed to intelleQt. 
This wisdom of inJition, however, resulted in a few 
descriptions and incidents fwhich try tl:le reader's imagination: 
••• she still wears her hair in two braids wound a-
round her head. It is so curly that fiery ends escape 
from the braids and make her head look like one of the 
big ~~uble sunflowers that fringe her vegetable gar-
den. . 
30 n ••• the writing should be so lost in the object 
that it doesn't exist for the reader--except for the reader 
who knows how difficult it is to lose writing in the object." 
--Willa Cather to Latrobe Carroll, ~· £!!.., p. 216. 
And also, " If he achieves anything noble, anything en-
during, it must be by giving himself absolutely to his mater-
ial. • • • He fades away into the land and people of his 
heart, he dies of love only to be born again. "--Willa Cather 
in !!2.:!?. Under Forty, under the title "Miss Jewett. n 
31 Preface to 1922 edition of Alexander's Bridge 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company). 
32 Q Pioneers1, P• 70. 
11
• • • She fe 1 t as the pond must fee 1 when it held the 
moon l1ke that; when it encircled with that image of 
gold." 33 
Such writing leaves too much to the reader's imagi-
,p_ation, as it does .in the insufficient sketching of back-
~round for the personalities of Mrs. Bergson and Alexandra. A 
ibrief resume of the activities of the· Bergson family before 
~he father's death could have made the character of Alexandra 
~ore believable. And there is even more annoying artificial-
~ ty in the speeches Miss Cather gives to her characters--in 
~heir saying things are true but not, all too often, by live 
examples proving them. 
Of the boy~: 
It was from facing this vast hardness that the boy's 
mouth had become so bitter; because he felt 'that men 
were too weak to make their mark here, that the land 
wanted to be left alone, to preserve ita own fierce 
strength, its peculiar, sa4vage kind of beauty, its un-interrupted mournfulness. 3 
Of the five-year-old Emil: 
He was a little country boy, and this village was to 
him a very strange and perplexing plac~ 5where people wore fine clothes and had hard hearts.~ 
~~falseness of conversation may appear: 
11 Can it bel she exclaimed with feeling; "can it be that 
it is Carl Linatrum. Why, Carl, it is1 11 She threw out 
both bands and caught his across the gate. "Sadie, 
M~lly, run tell your father and Uncle Oscar that our old 
33 Ibid., P• 73• 
34-
35 
II p. 15. 
P• 5• 
·-------friend Carl Lina trum is here. Be quick1 Why, Carl, how 
did it happen? I can't believe tbis1n Alexandra shook 
the tears from her eyes and laughed.36 
Fortunately, there aren't enough of these artificial-
ities to ruin the beauty of the book. And they here and 
there merely corrupt the sense and becloud the spirit of the 
Middle-West, which Miss Cather, nevertheless, was able to im-
part to the reader. Occasionally she does destroy an image 
or clutter her writing with phrases which are far from poetic, 
but most authors are guilty of this. More often than not it 
is memorable, economical sketches (rather than the cliched 
. !Pathos) which linger with the readert 
Old Mrs. Lee entering Alexandra's house f.2!:. her "yearly 
••• For twelve years Mrs. Lee had always entered 
Alexandra's sitting-room with the same exclamation, nNow 
we be yust-a like old times. 11 ;:;he enjoyed the liberty 
Alexandra gave her, and hearing ber own language about 
her all day long. Here abe could wear her nightcap and 
sleep with all her windows shut, listen to Ivar reading 
the Bible, and here she could run about among the 
stables in a pair of Emil's old boots. Though she was 
bent almost double, she was as spry as a gopher. Her 
face was as brown as if it bad been varnished, and as 
full of wrinkles as a washerwoman's hands. She bad three 
jolly old teeth left in the front -of her mouth, and when 
abe grinned she looked very knowing, as if when you found 
bow to take it, life wasn't half bad. While she and 
Alexandra patched and pieced and quilted, she talked in-
cessantly about stories she read in a Swedish family 
paper, telling the plots in great detail; or about her 
life on a dairy farm in Gottland when she was a girl. 
Some times she forgot which were the printed stories and 
which were the real stories, it all seemed so far away. 
She loved to take a little brandy, with hot water and 
sugar, before she went to bed, and Alexandra always bad 
it ready for her, 11 It sends good dreams, tt she would say 
;) __ _ 
36 Ibid.~ p. 1Q6~·~----~-------------------------+--------
with a twinkle in her eye.37 
From Part III: 11 Winter :Memories": 
Winter has settled down pver the Divide again; the 
season in which nature recuperates, in which she sinks 
to sleep between the fruitfulness of autumn and the 
passion of spring. The biras have gone. The teeming 
life that goes on down in the long grass is exterminated. 
The prairie-dog keeps his hole. The rabbits run shiv-
ering from one frozen garden patch to another and are 
bard put to it to find frost-bitten cabbage-stalks. .At 
night the coyotes roam the wintry waste, howling for 
food. The variegated fields are all one color now; the 
pastures, the stubble, the roads, the sky are the same 
leaden gray. The hedgerows and trees are scarcely per-
ceptible against the bare earth, whose slaty hue they 
have taken on. The ground is frozen so hard that it 
bruises the foot to walk in the roads or in the ploughed 
fields. It is like an iron country, and the spirit is 
oppressed by its rigor and melancholy. One could eas-
ily believe that in that dead landscape the germs of 
life and fruitfulness were extinct forever.35 
Music, always liked by Willa Cather, was central in 
the heart of her second heroine, Thea Kronborg.39 By blend-
ing the spirit of pioneers in Alexandra with the self-aeardh-
37 0 Pioneersl, p. 188. 
38 ~., p. 19(>. 
39 Willa Cather said that The Song of the Lark was 
more interesting for her to write than any of the others. 
Here she was writing about a subject of which she knew a 
great deal. Cf., .2£• cit., Rap in, p. 27, and Living Authors, 
~· cit., p. 67. Latrobe Carroll, too, gives an inter~sting 
statement by Miss Cather concerning -her fondness for l~sten­
ing to great musicians and singers. It is interesting to 
speculate which career Miss Cather might have chosen if abe 
6 
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ing aesthetic within herself, the author attained a higher 
level of understanding and created a more complex character 
in The Song of the Lark, the longest of her books. The book 
is considerably lengthened by the inclusion of a large num-
ber of characters, all of whom effectually live for the read-
er and affect Thea's life. 
The heroine is the daughter of a Methodist minister 
in Moonstone, Nebraska. An artistic child, she loved the big 
things in nature and hated, with like intensity, the small 
things in people. She passionately wished to become a great 
musician. For her, Moonstone's only important people were 
those in sympathy with her ambition. 
Among these varied and interesting people is Howard 
Archie, a young doctor, married to a woman who was stingy 
without motive or reason: 
Her reputed prettiness must have been entirely the 
result of determination, of a fierce little ambition. 
Once abe had married, fastened herself on someone, come 
to port--it vanished like the ornamental plumage which 
drops away from some birds after the mating season. The 
one aggressive action of her life4was over. She began to shrink in face and in stature. 0 
Thea's mother was a strict disciplinarian, but she 
bad to be; anyway, she understood about Thea's music and en-
couraged her. (She is a reincarnation of Alexandra Bergson, 
patient and strong.) Mrs. Kronborg believed that 
••• the size of every family was decided in heaven. 
More modern views would not have startled ber; they 
-------------+--------~O~~Th~e.~S~o~n~g~o~f~. the __ L_a_r_k~,~P~·~l_8_1~· -----------------------+---------
-----------~-------------------------------------------------------------------~),8 ____ __ 
would have merely seemed foolish--thin chatter. ~ • like 
Axel's plan to breed ostriches in the back yard.~l 
She bad clear, untroubled eyes and a smooth calm face. 
Mrs. Kronberg's work was somewhat lightened by her 
~ister-in-law, Tillie, a queer addle-pated thing, as flighty 
as a girl at thirty-five, and overweeningly fond of gay 
clotbes.42 Tillie never missed a church service and, much to 
the embarrassment of the children, she always spoke a piece 
at the Sunday school concerts. But in her niece's success, 
Tillie would receive her vicarious reward. 
She eagerly watched Thea's career begin under the 
~irection of A. Wunsch, a teacher of the piano. Till be went 
off _on a drunken holiday and a tar ted felling bird houses be-
longing to the Koblers, with whom be lived, Thea benefited 
from his instruction. Wunsch was a ne'er-do-well whose 
thoughts were tt treasures of memory no lodging-bouse keeper 
could attach.u43 Besides piano-playing and dreaming of great 
things, Wunsch taught his pupil that "Earth has no sorrow 
that Heaven cannot heal. n44 
Vfuen Wunsch set out, aboard a freight car, to the far 
41 Ibid., p. 42. 
42 " p. 24. Compare Tillie with ncrazy Ivar" in 
0 Pioneersl The simple harmless person is a f~vorite char-
acter in VVilla Cather's fiction. J.i'ia_rek in Ml Antonia is an-
other of this type. 
43 Ibid., P• 127. 
44 tt p. 130. 
West, Thea took charge of his piano pupils in a new room at 
the Kronborg bouse. So the fiasco in his career was the be-
ginning of bersl Upon his wife 1 s recorrnnenda t ion, Reverend 
Kronborg withdraw Thea from high school so that abe could de-
vote all of her time to teaching piano and singing in the 
church choir. 
About this point in the story the reader is finally 
convinced of 'lhe a 1 a of t-re pea ted' theory that soc ie ty com-
1 
prises merely two parts--those who are for her and those who 
are against her. Actua lly, both helped her; and it soon be-
came obvious that her ttna tural enemies, tt ones like Mrs. Livery 
Johns on, would make her famous. 'lbea Kronberg would rather 
have been hated any day, than to be called stupid. Each item 
of opposition only made ber more determined. 
Knowing that tt the splendid things in life are too few, 
and after all, all so very easy to miss, u45 Dr. Archie took 
Thea (then fifteen) to Chicago to study piano. 
fue cost of 1bea 1 s lessons had been provided for by 
Ray Kennedy, conductor of freight trains, who bad made her the 
beneficiary of an insurance policy. Many years her senior, he 
nevertheless hoped to marry Thea who, however, uliked him for 
reasons tba t had to do with the adventurous life he led in 
Th~xico and the Southwest, rather than for anything very per-
sonal.n46 ·A knight in a shining caboose, Ray was an aggres-
45 Ibid., P• 220. 
46 II p • 117 • 
aive idealist, an atheist, and, nlike most railroad men, deep- ;o ___ _ 
ly sentimental. 0 47 Later, when Ray was injured in the train 
~reck and dying, be sent for Thea, wbo came and held his band 
and shyly kissed bim on the cheek. 
Having in mind Wunsch's theory about heaven and Dr. 
!Archie's about the transitoriness of life, Thea eventually-
~oarded the train for Chicago where abe would study under a 
one-eyed pianist named Harsanyi. From this gifted man, Thea 
learned a great deal--most important, that abe would one day 
be a great singer; second, that unless abe guarded against it, 
~orldly affairs and people would make her quit ber career. 
There was some great power abroad in the world bent 
upon taking away from her tbe feeling with which she had 
come out of the concert hall. • • • If one bad tba t the 
world became one's enemy; people, buildings, wagons, 
cars rushed at one to crush it under, to make one let go 
of it. • • • All these things and people were no longer 
remote and negligible; they had to be met, they were 
lined up against bar. Very well; they should never have 
it. As long as she lived that ecstasy was going to be 
hers. She would live for it, work for it, die for it; 
but she was going to have it, time after time, height 
after height. She could bear the crash of the orchestra 
again and she rose on the brasses. Sbe would have it, 
have it.--itl Under tbe old cape she pressed her band 
upon ber8heaving bosom, that was a little girl's no longer.4 · 
.·' 
The chapter from which this passage is taken . is only 
one of many which show Willa Cather's keen understanding of 
tartists and her great love of music. To understa·nd as she 
47 Ibid., p. 59· The sentimental railroader figures 
in other Cather stories, e.g. uThe Best Y-earsu and A Lost Lady 
48 Ibid., p. 218. Cf. Part I, p. 21 of tbes is for the 
likeness of Miss Cather's and Thea's attitude toward "things 
and people. n 
did, she herself had to have the be art of the artist. Few 
accounts, except those of the great specialist critics and 
i 
artists, combine such eloquent portrayals of ar4~stic tempera-J 
ment with determination to give it development. 
I When Harsanyi discovered Thea Kronberg's voice, he 
I 
I 
1
1began making plans for her. She must study with the great 
Bowers. At Bowers' studio abe conveniently met Frederick 
Ottenburn, a millionaire brewer with an appreciation of the 
I 
finer things in life (which soon included IJ.nea). The patience 
of Mrs. Kronberg was surpassed only by that of Fred. He tells 
rfuea bow to walk, talk, dress, and study. He introduces her t d 
the right people. He is all s he could ask for1 I 
At one time in great discouragement she declared, "I' rJ 
not getting on at all, you know. Tbis year bas been mostly 
50 
was ted .n And Fred offers her 11 salvation" in the form of a 
long vacation at his ranch in Arizona. This was an ideal 
ranch for it contained a whole set of cliff-dweller ruins--
waiting to be exploredl 
Like her literary creator, Thea found strength and 
51 
beauty in the remnants of an ancient past. The chap ter en-
I titled 
I of art 
11 The Ancient People" contains an ama. teur' s philosophy 
and civilization. A civilization like that of tbe 
49 Van Doren, Carl, Some Contemporary Americans 
rcb icago: University of Chicago Press, 1924), P• 119. 
I find 
50 The Song of the Lank, p. 362. 
51 Godfrey St. Peter in The Professor's House will 
them helpful, too. 
cliff-dwellers was made to be revered; and through the ruins 
these ancient, somber people left, one could gain a long look 
at the inevitable hardness of human life, a hardness which 
must be fully understood by one who wants to be an artist. 
This strongest of all feelings Thea's audiences later recog-
nized most frequently in her art. 
At the end of the summer, Fred visited her at the 
ranch and asked her to run off with him to New York. (He had 
been separated ten years from a mercenary woman who refused 
to divorce him.) But, as Thea said, she would always measure 
by the Moonstone standards. Her resolution to pursue a ca-
reer became even greater than it had been the unforgettable 
afternoon when she listened to her first symphony. Her trip 
home bad taught her that Moons tone would never be comfortable 
until abe had done something to co~nd berself.52 She would 
never again spend hours of homesick weeping. Days of soli-
tude spent in Panther Canyon before Fred's arrival at the 
ranch had given her a new view of the world and of herself. 
Fred was right. She did not belong with that class who get 
their most personal experience out of novels and plays, but 
neither did she have any desire to be a kept woman. She 
would send for Doctor Archiel 
After his wife died, Howard Archie had moved to Denver 
52 Compare this with what Maxwe 11 Ge isme.r writes of 
Willa Cather's attitude toward the small town. The Last of 
the Provincials (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company;-1947f,--
p:-164. 
lc.? 
------------~-------------------------~--~~--~~~--~~------~--------~~~1------­to 1ook after the mining stock that had made him wealthy. 
With a telegram pocketed in a new suit, the doctor rushed to 
New York with enough cash for Thea to study in Germany. 
The rest of the story is that of Thea Kr.onborg's tri-
~ph in Vienna and New York. Indeed, the novel as a whole is 
~ study of the vicissitudes of experience and training in the 
creation of an artist. Of course, Willa Cather could do this 
well1 She knew what it takes to rise from the most gifted in 
a village of a thousand to become one of the great among mil-
lions. Like Thea, she possessed a 
••• hard kind of cockiness, a determination to get 
ahead. Well, there are passages in life when that fierce 
stubborn, self-assertion will stand its ground after the 
nobler feeling is overwhelmed and beaten under.53 
The artist Miss Cather pictures has force, but also a 
certain ruthlessness,54 for in succeeding she beats down 
pthers. True, Thea was a great artistl Willa Cather says so 
pver and over again. And probably the greatness of her !£! 
Song of the ~ lies in her seeming to prove it. But the 
f['eader is apt to become a little weary of the "Isn 1t-she-
~reat?-Isn't-she-sensitive?-Isn1t-she wise?" routine. The 
~ery magnitude of the book is perhaps one of its defects. 
~ere is simply too much book, even though Willa Cather dis-
53 Ibiq., p. 274. One might remember this quotation 
and see how it applies in Part III to Miss Cather herself. 
54 This is especially noticeable when Thea fails to go 
back to Moonstone to be with her mother who is dying. Willa 
Cather seems to say it is all right because Mrs. Kronberg 
understood~ but the reader may not understand. 
carded ' a large portion before it was published.55 The weari-
:ness of Thea~ - s struggle is apt to make a reader less likely to 
glory in her triumph than to ask whether a great career is 
worth the trampling of so many good people. 
Such a thought may bother the reader, but the annihi-
lation of people once dear to her doesn't seem to affect Thea 
(or, perchance, Miss Cather, either). Throughout the book are 
evidences of contempt of nearly every kind of person, espec-
ially for the would-be artist without talent and for the 
artist who gives up before he has attained his goal. 
She smiled though she was ashamed of it--with the natural 
contempt of strength for weakness, with the sense of 
physical security which makes the savage merciless. No-
body could die while they felt like that inside.56 
I SL. 
The book is lively, too, in its rebellion against those mid-
~le-class small-town people who hinder the progress of artist~ 
Thea combines the determination of the pioneer and the 
artist, her portrayal thus necessitating an exceedingly large 
task for the author. On the whole, Willa Cather performs the 
task well, meanwhile Showing quite clearly that the artist 
and the pioneer are essentially the same. Both are up against 
ppposition, which must be overcome before any measure of suc-
cess can be aChieved. 
Sentimentality again hinders, or beclouds, Willa 
55 Van Doren, Carl, 2£• £!1., p. 121. 
56~., p. 378. Miss Cather's writings abounded in 
such contemptuous cases. Eden Bower in "Coming, Aphrodite I" 
(Youth and ~ Bright Medusa) is a good case in point • . 
Cather's newly sought realism. Fred is by no means believable., 
Like Ray Kennedy's death# he is a convenient piece of "machin-
ery installed to help Thea achieve her fame; but he is defi-
nitely not the type one would meet every day# if ever. He is 
too good# too rich# too kind, too understanding, too talented, 
too decent (although Miss Cather does not tell us whether he 
married Thea before the trip to New Yorkl); he is too easily 
convinced,--too impossiblel And the Canyon scene, also, is a 
little unreal, probably because Miss Cather did .not visit the 
Southwest for the first time until 1912; and two years would 
hardly be long enough for her to have become haunted and tea~ 
ed by the cliff-dweller ruins •. 57 
Incongruous though it may seem, the time the reader 
spends in this sun-drenched land of the ancient people is one 
of the most delightful portions of the book. Here are some 
excellent passages of rare beauty which exhibit well the 
author's fine, aesthetic appreciation of color and other 
beauty.58 
· Like all of the Cather novels, excellent or mediocre# 
~ Song of the Lark contains memorable images: the sun-soakErl 
57 Cf. Part II, pJi4, footnote 34. 
58 The Song £1. the ~' P• 383: n ••• his canon was 
a reality only when it was flooded with the light of its 
great lamp, when the yellow rocks cast purple shadows, and 
the resin was fairly cooking in the corkscrew cedars. The 
yuccas were in blossom now. Out of each clump of sharp bay-
onet leaves rose a tall stalk hrtng with greenish-white bells 
with thick, fleshy petals. The niggerhead cactus was thrust-
ing its crimson blooms up out of' every crevice in the rocks." 
fternoons of day-dreaming in the canyon, Thea's haven of 
tudy under the rafters, Tillie reciting a piece at the Lad-
es' Aid, the finding of the tramp (after the water had tasted 
trange for days) in the Moonstone municipal tank. 
There is beauty and strength in the story as a whole, 
ut these qualities are diminished by a contentious attitude 
n the part of the heroine, and ~y too much of the author's 
elf-analysis. There are too many too artistic, too percep-
1 
ive, flashes for one book about one person. Thea's success 
s based on the idea that one can fail one 1 s self, but one 
live to see that failure.; better never reveal it. 
uccess thus attained worries the reader for a while, but as 
ea returns triumphantly from a grand tour of the Continent 
o marry faithful Fred, readers triumph too. 
1h! Song £! ~ Lark, despite its defects of size and 
sentimentality, was an improvement over Q Pioneers1 Willa 
Cather seems to be on the verge of writing a great novel. 
e book contains much more sympathy (limited a~ it is to the 
it is still deep); it also exhibits a great deal 
ore emotion--thus giving it a wider scope than 0 Pioneersl 
, 
er next novel, !l Antonia, should approach perfection. 
, Mz Antonia 
A lump in the throat, a homesickness or a love- sick-
ess, so said Robert Frost, prompts the beginning of every 
6 
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I 
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, 
great novel, for the theme of ~ Antonia is nostalgic, with 
its origin in Willa Cather's early ~ebraska years; and it 
possesses a verve and an understanding not achieved in her 
previous works. This story is by far the nearest to perfec-
1 
tion in the Trilogy. 
Critics have not been sparing in their commendation of 
the novel. Overton says that it is, to very many readers, the 
most satisfying book America has produced.6o H. L. Mencken 
writes that it is the best novel by an American woman.61 
, , 
~ An tonia, the candid story of Antonia Shimerda, a 
Bohemian girl, comprises vivid reminiscences, told by Jim 
Burden (Willa Cather62), now a successful railroad man. In a 
mood of tempered homesickness, Jim recalls, for the first 
time, the true beauty of his childhood. He makes no effort tc 
relate the tale in any special order or form--"I simply wrote 
down pre tty much all that her name recalls to me. n6.3 •ro Jim 
59 Current Biography (New York:' 'Ihe H. w. Wilson 
Company, 1942), P• 282. 
256. 
60 Overton, G. M., ~ Women Who Make Our Novels, p. 
61 Carroll, Latrobe, "Willa Cather," American 
Bookman, 53:212-216, p. 215. Here Mr. Carroll also says it is 
the finest thing she has written. 
62 Sergeant, Elizabeth Shepley, nwilla Cather, n in 
the Knopf Pamph l et, p. 4, (reprinted from Book-of-the-Month-
Club ~~ December, 1940~ 
63 !l Antonia, p. xi. £!• Part II, p. 28, for a 
comparison of this with Miss Cather's statement of how she 
wrote 0 Pioneers 1 
--,--------------------------------~1~------
nd to his listening friend, An tonia (more than any other per-
son) seemed to mean the country, the conditions, the whole ad-
enture of the years when they were all children together. 
Tbis very naturalness of narration brings the book 
" earer than any other Cather novel to what Re ne Rapin speaks 
of as 
••• a case of the mystic alliance between poet and 
landscape where each gives to each, the poet giving his 
chosen country expression and duration forever, the coun-
try and the people so inden~ifying themselves with6~he past as to be come backbone and marrow of his work. Y-
Althougb the shortest of t he Trilogy, Mz Antonia is 
ot hurried. Willa Cather seems to have treasured the me mory 
of these scenes above all others, and to have recalled them 
carefully and tenderly (and perhaps a little painfully) in 
he manner of one revisiting his home town after years of good 
ortune had mellowed his memoriea.65 And,s avoring the memo-
lea, she bad no desire to hurry the reader along. It is a 
tranquil novel, meant to be read leisurely and enjoyed to the 
extent. 
Jim Burden is Willa Cather;66 
;I 
Antonia is a friend of 
64 Rapin, ~· £!!., p. 3· 
65 The book, obviously, was carefully written for 
!
arroll (~. cit.,, p. 216) tells that three years' . ti:me was 
pe. nt writing it; three years were ·also required to write t .he 
oubly-long The Song of the ~· 
66 Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant's statement (footnote 
~2) would gain support from Fred B. Millett's belief that Miss ather had to rely on observation for material. Millett in ontemporarff American Authors (N~w York: Harcourt Brace and 
1 
ompany, l9 0) , p. 26. 
-------+----------- [59•----
the nine-year-old "Willy 11 67 who eagerly watched the progress 
of her neighbors in conquering the new country. Thus, an in-
timate knowledge of main characters seems to unite with an 
easy, but obviously authentic, recollection of scenes ' and 
events to produce a readable memoir of the author's golden 
days in a fresh,· new land • 
. 'Ibis book, much superior to either 0 Pioneers 1 or 'Ibe 
I - -
' Song .2f the Lark, illustrates hotl well Miss Cather understood 
her own -literary abilities when she said that you must know 
a story as a child. It is not d~fficult to observe how she 
finally decided to write this book. 'Ihe thought strikes one 
that she began the whole Trilogy as a way of telling her life 
history, as if to a friend or to an interviewer. Only when 
the ' other incidents, all except the intimate and very impor-
tant things had been revealed--only when her acquaintance with 
the listener (or reader) bad aged--would she relate what was 
most meaningful, or closest to her heart. As with anything 
intimate for anybody, she would naturally at first only talk 
around it. When the unimportant things had been exhausted, 
she then revealed those incidents which had affected her the 
most. If she was as reticent as her own statements68 and 
67 11 She was a Bohemian girl, 11 Miss Cather said, nwbo 
was good to .me when I was a ch ild. I saw a great deal of her 
from the time I ·was eight until I was twelve. She was big-
hearted and essentially romantic. 11 --Reported by Latrobe 
Carroll in _American Bookman, 53:212-216, P• 215. 
68 Overton, .2£• cit., p. 257. Cf. Who's VVbo. 
those of other writers0~ indicate, it is plainly explicable 
~hy she saved the very heart of the memory-material until 
last. 
With her understanding of what constituted vivid 
writing, moreover, she may have hesitated to tell the complete 
I 
story for another very good reason. In The Song of the ~ 
I 
she wrote: 
••• Wagner says, in his most beautiful opera, that art 
is only a way of remembering youth. And the older we 
grow the more precious it seems to us, and the more rich-
ly we can present that memory. When we've got it all 
out--the last, the finest thrill of it, the brightest 
hope of it •••• then we stop. We do nothing but repeat 
after that. The stream has reached the level of its 
source. That's our measure.70 
, 
To what extent would Mz Antonia deplete her stock of the mem-
ory-material? Would there be materi al enough for another 
novel? 
But the why and the how of the writing of the book 
need not linger in the reader's thoughts, for they are much 
less significant than the novel's evolution. So then what 
, 
~emeries did the name of Antonia awaken for Miss Cather? A 
;' 
partial recreation of Alexandra and of Thea, Antonia is a 
single, alive and central expression of the new world; and 
yet she seems to contain the best of the past within her per-
sonality: 11 She was a rich mine of life, like the founders of' 
69 "Since then she has always lived in a quiet and 
withdrawn way·. Her private life has been as removed as she 
could make it from the gods of the marketplace."--Sergeant, 
~· ill_., P• 5. 
70 The Song of the ~~ p. 460. 
60 
early races.lf7l This central idea is philosophically more 
" important than Miss Cather's motives for writing~ An tonia. 
The embodiment of both the new and the old, however, 
is a later Antonia, not the child Jim Burden first met on the 
platform of the railway station at Black Hawk, Nebraska. This 
little Bohemian girl, along with an aesthetically dreaming 
father and numerous little Shimerdas, had come to America as 
the result of the proddings by an agressive mother. But 
America does not measure up to Mrs. Shimerda's old-World 
dreams, for she had forecast, "America big country; much 
money, much land for my boys, much husband for my girls.n72 
By the time their first winter in America fiercely 
gripped their sod-house, Mother Shimerda could hardly endure 
the bitter lump in her throat. 
The old man (Mr. Shimerda) was sitting on a stump be-
hind the stove, crouching over as if he were trying to 
hide from us. Yulka was ~n the floor at his feet, her 
kitten in her lap •••• A~tonia was washing dishes and 
pans in a dark corner. The' crazy boy lay under the only 
window, stretched on a gunl'1y-sack stuffed with straw. As 
soon as we entered he threw a grainsack over the 
crack at the bottom of the door. The air in the cave 
was stifling, and it was very dark, too. A lighted lan-
tern hung over the stove, threw out a feeble yellow glim-
mer. 
• • • 
In the rear wall was another little cave; a round 
hole, not much bigger than an oil barrel, scooped out 
in the black earth. When I got up on one of the stools 
, 
71 !I Antonia, P• 353. 
72 1E.:!.£., P• 90. 
-----------------------------+'~~------
peered into it, I saw some quilts and a pile of straw.73 
1be scene was dismal and terrifying, the potatoes frozen, only 
one overcoat to share, and the money spent. Alone of all the 
, 
Shimerdas hoveled in the damp, dark sod-house, fintonia bad the 
spirit to overcome hardships. She was happiest when the 
weather permitted her to wander with Jim over the prairie on 
the pony, Dude, or when they sat with the Burden family in 
I their bright, snug ranch house, which was always lively and 
comfortable. 
Here safe from even the moat 11 full-grown, n determined 
blizzard, they could sit around the kitchen stove and listen 
to lively tales told by the two hired men, Otto and Jake, the 
former of whom had been a cowboy, a stage-driver, a bartender, 
I 
and a miner. He sometimes sang i"Bury I'ile Not in the Lone 
Prairie 11 or "For I Am a Cowboy and Know I've Done Wrong," 
while the rest popped corn or made taffy. 
From th i s bouse where "Next to getting warm and keep-
ing warm, dinner and supper were the most interesting things 
we bad to think about,u74 the sod-house on, and partly in, the 
side of a small hill seemed much farther than twelve miles 
away. The hungry, wintry cries of the coyotes reminded Jake 
and Otto of wonderful stories of animals, of tales of "despe-
rate hombres, tt and of funny anecdoteS>. Even Grandmother 
Burden, working her bread on the breadboard, paused to listen 
73 Ibid., PP• 73 and 75• 
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and occasionally to wipe the tears from her eyes when abe 
laughed too bard.75 The group of people, partly differing in 
race and relationships, warm and ! congenial around the stove, 
enjoying the deepening gray of a.l winter afternoon, eagerly 
elcomed visitors, even conceited and boastful old Mrs. 
Sbimerda, who always tried to bar e her own way, as she had it 
in and around the sod-house twelr e miles away. 
And the fragrant, ingenirus, and happily prepared 
provisions for Christmas, when the ranch was 11 snowed-in,"· 
de the Burden's home even pleasanter. 'lhe smell of ginger 
cookies arid waffles mingled with the aroma of the freshly cut 
pine tree. Grandfather, in a white Sunday shirt, read the 
Christmas story while Otto wrote a letter home to his mother. 
On Christmas afternoon Mr. Shimerda came in to warm himself, 
but stayed to eat supper and then to impulsively kneel and 
cross himself before the lighted little tree. While be sat by 
the fire, later, the color came back into his face and he abut 
his eyes in relaxed contentment. The Burdens were happy to 
share this eveni~g with him, for they believed that in his 
crowded earth-house he had come to believe that peace and 
order had vanished from the earth. 
On this evening they saw the old man for the last 
time. He had a quiet dignity, and always looked neat and 
clean in his carefully brushed suit, with the added adornment 
of a green scarf and a coral stickpin. A month later, during 
-----------+-------15 Ibid. • 68. 
Black Hawk's worst snow storm, Mr. Shimerda shot himself. 
And for four days, while the Norwegians debated whether they 
would let him be buried in their carne tery, he . lay in his barn, 
frozen to the ground in a pool of blood. 
But eventually the blustery winter passed, and Jim 
I 
watched some of the bitterness pass as spring came:. 
••• one could not get enough of the nimble air. Every 
morning I wakened with a fresh consciousness that winter 
was over. 1bere were none of the signs of spring for 
which I used to watch in Virginia, no budding woods or 
blooming gardens. T.here was only--spring itself; the 
throb of it, the light restlessness, the vi tal essence of 
it everywhere; in the sky, in the swift clouds, in the 
pale sunshine, and in the warm, high wind--rising sudden-
ly, sinking suddenly, impulsive and playful like a big 
puppy that pawed you and then lay down to be petted. If 
I had been tossed down blindfold on tngt red prairie, ~ 
should have known that it was spring.7 
I ~ 
In time, with relentless str•uggling, Antonia mastered 
the land which had defeated her father; but plowing in the sun 
and chores in winter made her harsh and uncouth. At dusk she 
returned to the bouse dirty and ravenous, but almost too ex-
haus ted to eat. Certainly she was too fatigued to care how 
abe looked. 1be hardships of heavy farming quickly and de-
plorably transform a woman; inevitably they change her ap-
,. 
pearance and affect her temperament. But Antonia soon got 
the opportunity to recapture her original equanimity. 
By moving into town to become a hired girl, she shared 
the borne of the agreeable .Harlings. · Here, the humor and un-
derstanding of Mrs. Harling, and the friendship of the chil-
dren, made many beautiful changes in her. She could attend 
76 Ibid., P• 119. 
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I 
dances, wear new clothes and feel useful in sending money 
home. By her "rich, warm, deep"77 goodness, she was able to 
overcome almost all obstacles. 
But one obstacle she couldn't quite overcome (or per-
haps didn't care to) was her attraction to the gay young fel-
lows in the town. When they began hanging around too late at 
I 
night, Mr. Harling decided she ~ould be happier elsewhere. I 
Consequently, she stayed with several different families; but l 
she eventually found her way back to the farm to become the I 
wife of Anton Cuzak and to raise so many fine sons and daugh- 1 
ters that she often lost track of their birthdays! 
~ 
This was right, for Antonia did not belong in a town; 
!her personality was too much at home in the country. And the 
last sight the reader gets of her reveals her receiving, afte 
added years of struggle, the benefits of her "special mission' ' 
- .I 
in this new country. Her children are grown; her husband had I 
lost his yearning for the bright lights of the city; and th~ ' I 
land was beginning to yield bountiful crops. There was still ! 
time to enjoy the land: 
She was a battered woman lnow, not a lovely girl; but 
she still had that something which fires the imagination 
could still stop one's breath for a moment by a look or 
a gesture that somehow revealed the meaning in common 
things. She had only to stand in the orchard, to put he 
hand on a little crab tree and look up at the apples, to 
make you feel the goodness ,of planting and tending and 
harvesting at last. All the strong things of her heart 
came out in her body t~~t had been so tireless in serv-
ing generous emotions. 
77 Van Doren, Carl, ££• cit., P• 114. 
" 78 MI Antonia, p. 353. 
~ Antonia recalls an English critic's statement, in 
comment ating on Hardy, that on a half-acre plot people could 
~e a ch the center of things, provided they go deep enough. My 
~ Antonia is closer than any of the other Cather books to what 
the author was attempting.7 9 
In 0 Pioneersl she bad partially used Miss Jewett's 
advice and written ra tber generally of the West. Then in 'Ihe 
Song of the ~ she bad compromised be tween Sarah Orne 
Jewett's theories and her own to present an exhausting expo-
sition of the experience of a great artist. And the views 
of herself appearing in the earlier novels are accordingly 
"' either vague or idealized. But i n !Y· Antonia she wrote as 
the Willa Cather who had combined some excellent advice with 
, 
her own convictions. Mz Antonia is her life as it was, with-
out additions and simply reported. 1he best of the book, the 
part depicting the ranch and the immigrant neighbors, is both 
authentic and poetic.80 
With her skills, Willa Cather had acquired subtlety, 
a quality that seems to have resulted from practice. uGive 
me," some critic once said, "not what an author shouts, but 
what be whispers to me." IJ:his time the author wisely remains 
a bystander who returns after twenty years to see some old 
79 uHer great aim as a story-teller, she has said, is 
to get 'across' to her readers something direct about this 
beloved object, (character or country) .n--sergeant, Elizabeth 
Shepley, Fire Under the Andes, ££• cit., p. 268. 
80 Hicks, Granville, 11 'Ihe Case Against Willa Cather, n 
English Journal, Nov. 1933, 703-710, p. 705. 
friends. Antonia is an individual, a whole entity; and the 
author lives again (for the reader and for herself) in tellin 
(as Jim Burden) the tale of the appealing, eager child who 
lwas a strange bundle of deep desires and superworldly rhapso-
dies. Through Jim's eyes, the j est becomes her haunting poem 
ttprairie Dawn" in prose. 
Like "Prairie Dawn,tt this is a book (as Emily 
Dickinson said) to take the top of a reader's head off and 
make him so cold for a moment that no fire can war.m him. It 
is an unusual book; indeed, few contain such compactly artis-
tic and truly poetic passages. 
Readers' pulses quicken with the views of the vividly 
depicted western scenes--waving golden wheat, rolling copper 
grass as high as a man, pale-yellow corn fields, the glitter-
ing tops of cotton-woods swaying far below in a deep ravine, 
or a lightning flash criss-crossing a black sky. 
And their eyes moisten over the suicide of quiet Mr. 
Shimerda, whose body could not be buried in a cemetery, but 
whose soul (while the parishioners debated) had found its way ! 
back to the country he longed for. Their blood is chilled by 
the episode of Russian Peter and Pavel throwing the bride and 
groom from a fast-drawn sleigh to appease the wild wolves 
about to overtake them. Their anger rises at the injustices I 
Some readers may be fascinated by the first Black Hawk ! 
snowfall which turns the prairie into stretches of shimmering 
white spread under a bright blue sky and full sunlight. 
I 
,. 
only illustrate the scope of the realism in Mz Antonia. With 
in half an acre one can indeed go very deep£ 
Such are the work and the world of Willa Cather at 
her best. Here she simply wrote from the heart. Occasion-
ally an author tries, by force, to put into a novel those 
" emotions which his heart lacks. But not so in ~ Antonia, 
all of which is drawn from heartfelt memory. Old Mr. 
" ; Shimerda 1 s 11.My An-ton-ee-ah 11 becomes "Our Antonia," and Willa 
Cather thereby r anks high among creators of American fiction. 
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THE LIMI TA TIONS OF HER ART: THE RESULTANT DECLINE 
/ 
Evidently Willa Cather's best novel is ~ Antonia. 
Through a chronological study of her writings after 1922 it 
may be seen that her writing went through three final phases: 
her re-a ttempta to utilize contemporary material, her retreat 
into an imaginary refuge of legend, and her mere endeavor to 
continue publishing. Her writing never returned to the ex-
; 
cellence of Mz Antonia. 
Trying again to use conte mporary materials, Miss 
Cather wrote Youth ~ the Bright Medusa, and then One of 
Ours; The Professor's House and ~Mortal Enemy followed. 
Largely legendary were Death Comes for the Archbishop and 
Shadows £g the Rock. Her books after 1932 mainly exhibit her 
endeavor to continue writing and publishing.! 
Vfuen Youth and the Bright Medusa, containing several 
republished Western stories and several new Eastern sketches, 
and One of Ours, a war novel, received harsh criticism, she 
te mporarily abandoned current material and wrote A Lost Lady. 
This was the last of Miss C.ather's books ~o receive the crit-
I iciam that would gratify an author with such literary a tand-
"· 
ards as hers. 
1 Brown, E. K., "Homage to Willa Cather," Yale 
Review, Autumn, 1946, P• 78. Cf. Introduction, P• viii. 
Many critics have praised ! Lost Lady; some consider 
2 
it her best novel. From the standpoint of literary art, they 
I 
may be right for the book is a f ina example of skillful 
craftsmanship. With admirable .v~rbal economy and precision, 
3 
through the observation of an adoring youth, Willa Cather con-
vincingly depicts the evolution and eventual disintergration 
of b~rian Forrester's unusual personality. In fascina ting 
narrative, appear the rise and fall of the frivolous generous 
charmer: 
••• a very special kind of person--Where Mrs. Forrester 
was, dullness was impossible •••• the charm of her con-
versation was not so much in what she said ••• but in 
the quick recognition of her eyes, in the living quality 
of her voice itself.4 
Here, too, is some of the same subtlety that appeared 
/ in l!fiL Antonia; and there is no sentimentality in it. Tbe 
events come in natural order, with no author-intrusion into 
the personality of the heroine. 
Mrs. Forrester begins as the devoted companion of an 
2 Porterfield, 
Authors, J. c. Squire, 
Company, 192e), p. 57· 
~orth American Review, 
Alexander, in Contemporary Arnarican 
editor, (New York: Henry Holt and .. 
Cf. Morris, Lloyd l · "Willa Cather, 11 
251": 641-652, .. p. 6J,tL6. -
3 This was a common method Of F~aubert 1 s, whose work 
Miss Cather greatly admired. See ~ot Under Forty, "A Chance 
Meeting," which tells of her acquaintance with Flaubert 1 s 
niece,· Caroline Grout. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1936). 
4 Cather, vVilla, A Lost Lidy (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1923), p. 70. For -a'ii'"e'Xce lent (if humorous) example 
of how Mrs • . Forrester's charm could affect one, read James 
Thurber's essay, nA Call on Mrs. Forrester," The New Yorker, 
June 19, 1948, P• 23. ------
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invalid husband; a retired railroad contractor, Captain 
Dan1el Forrester, twenty-five years her senior, was once a 
weal thy and popular 
the depositors with 
man. But when his bank failed, be paid 
I . his own fortune--all of it. Through 
I 
veiled suggestions, Marian Forrester is actually well re-
vealed. For Niel, the adoring youth, however, she · slowly 
changes from an ideal to a pitiable person and finally be-
comes repulsive. But the disillusioning is gradual: several 
hints of the decline are made before abe really seems differ-
ent--Captain Forrester's comments on the handwriting of an 
envelope addressed to IVIarian, a bottle of sherry, a telephone 
call, etc. And then Niel hears the sleepy laughter of a 
man from her bedroom window. All this the boy observe,s until 
he comes to a rather apathetic comprehension of her final 
degradation, after Captain Forrester's death, through her 
domination by ugly Ivy Peters and her marriage to Henry 
Collins, a cantankerous, wealthy old Englishman who spends 
most of his retired life traveling. 
No machinery, no sentimentality, softens Marian 
Forrester's downfall and her old age. She descends to the 
insignificance and the indigence, the furs and the furbe-
lows, of women who marry aged capitalists. Perhaps Willa 
Cather should have written more novels of this type, for 
the intensity, the fast action, of the book excludes the 
sentimentality found in so many of her other novels. 
! Lost Lady is a good example of skillful character-
portrayal by a secondary character. Although Marian Forrester 
------------~=----~----~ 
" ~ the warmth and feeling in My Antonia. Like Mz Antonia, 
I 
~ ~ Lady is one of the few i~stances of Willa Cather's 
following Sarah Orne Jewett's adY. ice not to put into stories 
anything extra. - ~~ _ _()~her s _t_~r~e~ s~e _ v_ery frequently in-
jected tbe limitations of her own personality. 
The book, hardly 
sincere feeling, but tbe 
a novel, contains a great deal of 
11 -materia is hardly o~iginal enough 
1 
to seem fresh. The legend, of course, is old; old too are 
some of Miss Cath:lr's phrases, but not as many as before. 
1 
I 
5 cr., for a detailed accounting of tbis, Porterfield, J 
~· .£.!!., p. 59· I 
6 This could be gained more quickly, if -a lightly less ,. 
conclusively, from reading the reviews in The Book Review 
Digests of the years wben Miss Cather had books published. j 
I 
----------~----------------------------------~------~~~--~-----1~f4J11 ------­
of almost every piece of literature she was publishing.? 
By 1925 abe was convinced tba t abe would do best in 
depicting again the Middle-West, ~ but abe bad largely de-
pleted her western material in p~evious novels. Most of what 
was left of that material, abe put into another canyon scene 
I 
in Tbe Professor's House, the story of a Michigan professor 
out of harmony with his colleagues, longing for the days when 
I 
classes had 'contained eager mind r in quest of important truths 
Then, after writing~ Mortal Enemy, Will~ Cather entered the 
stage that is very often called her complete retreat from 
reality.9 
This resulted from her realization that she could 
not wisely continue writing novels which reflected her grow-
ing dissatisfaction with life after the war, and the , seeming 
futil i ty thereof, which she bad shown in every novel since 
, 
My Antonia. She bad no more vital memory-material, even if 
7 Boynton, Percy H., Some Contemporary Americans 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1924), p. 174. 
Cf. Hicks, Granville, u The Case Against Willa Cather, tt 
English Journal, Nov., -1933, PP• 703-710. 
8 Cather, Willa, to Walter Tittle, reported in his 
'·tGlimpses of Interesting Americans," The Century Magazine, 
July, 1925, p. 312: n. • • I write oniY of the Mid-Was tern 
American life that I know thoroughly. 11 
9 Hicks, £2• ~., p. 706. Cf. Zabel, Maurice Dauwen, 
ttvvilla Cather," Nation, 164:·713-716, June 14, 1947, P• 714. 
(It is i nteres ting to note the very striking similarity be-
tween Mr. Zabel' a article and one written by Lionel Trilling 
ten years before:: nwilla Cather," The New Republic, 
90:10-13.) 
she had not come to dislike the West of the Twenties. She 
thought mechanization not exciting, but most unattractive--
it was destroying the pioneer spirit and turning men and 
women into grasping, lazy, newly-rich swaggerers like Ivy 
Peters. 10 The past was gone; the present was ugly1 Only one 
I 
thing. remained, the remote pas t.i In Death Comes for the 
Archbishop and Shadows £g the Rock the outlook is pleasant 
and life possesses relatively the same values which she had 
found worthwhile for the Trilogy .11 
So Willa Cather began the kind of writing by which 
she felt she could regain her standing among American fiction-
writers. 'Ibe critics, however, soon thought otherwise. They 
continued, in the main, the type of reviews which had begun 
with One of Ours. By 1931 adverse criticism bad become so 
widespread tba t Wins ten Archer trying to turn the trend of it, 
wrote "A Defense of Willa Ca theru for the American Bookman. 12 
'Ihe article defends Shadows ~ the Rock, the most popular 
book of that year, a Book-of-the-Month Club selection.l3 
10 Miss Cather felt this was no subject for litera-
ture: She asked, "But are the banking system and the stock 
exchange worth being written about at all? Have such things 
any place in imaginative art?"--"'Ibe :Novel DemeubH)," .!'!.2.E, 
Under Forty, ££• cit., p. 46. 
11 Geismar, ~~xwell, T.he Last of the Provincials 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1947T,-p7 198. 
12 Archer, Winsten, American Bookman, 71:634-640. 
13 ££• Introduction of thesis, p. 7, footnote 5· 
7~----
-----------+-----------------------------------------------------------4+6--~---
; 
It was but a momentary triumph for Miss Cather. 
Wby did critics say she had lost her flair for writ-
ing? Vvha t had crept into her writing--or what had been 
loa t from it? For one thing the defects, excusable in the 
Trilogy because of its potent realism, were beginning to 
J4 
bold full sway. 
In Miss Cather's later and inferior novels, as well 
. I 
as in her earlier, superior ones l (adjudged by comparison 
with those of other authors whose works have long been 
standard) certain defects are evident, some of which may 
have resulted from her dependence upon actual happenings 
which had little or no lasting interest. Besides too ·often 
using contemporarily interesting materials, Willa Cather 
also had five main limitations appearing, in various places 
15 
and various degrees, in her writings--namely, sentimentality, 
a -lack of inventiveness, artificiality, _a narrow _view _of 
--- 16 -
~' and impatience. 
Variously over~apping~ some here and a ome there, these 
defects successively recur in all the Cather writings, and 
sometimes appear all, or nearly all, at once in certain pas-
sages. However, as here asserted, they serve as criteria for 
J4 Morris, Lloyd, .2£• cit., p. 652. 
' 
15 Sentimentality here, it is intended, means an 
attitude or judgment governed chiefly by feelings. 
16 Impatience here means unwillingness to submit to 
--~=th=e detailed work and revision that careful writing demands. 
discussing the limitations of Willa Cather's art. 
Her sentimentality, or indulgence, seems usually to 
have resulted from attempts to "help out" cbarac ters --to save 
I -
them from situations which abe f~lt were unwise or undesirable 
or to give them certain things which she considered necessary 
or pleasant. This quality sometimes shut out realism. Char-
acters, too, are often idealized, not so much what they had 
been in real life as what her memory (with the lapse of time) 
bad made of them. An example of this romantic "helping out" 
17 
was cited in the case of Alexandra and Carl in 0 Pioneersl 
Thea' a marriage to Fred Ottenburn also illus tratea this kind 
of sentimentality. So, too, is the heroic, dramatic death 
of Claude Wheeler in ~ £! Ours,. It seems that when 
Miss Cather's memory failed her or didn't seem true to life, 
abe added false characteristics or situations, thus illustrat-
ing somewhat her next and most noticeable defect. 
177 
A lack of inventiveness is perhaps Miss Cather's great-
est fault, though it seems inexplicable in view of bar senti-
mental idealizing of characters. If she could invent in one 
way, why couldn't she do so in another way? Actually, the 
sentimentality was not so much invention as it was toning; it 
would have had to involve a much more detailed skatching to be 
called inventing, And besides, the answer is in her use of 
memory-material and the rapid exhaustion thereof. Lacking 
17 Cf. Part II, p.30. 
inventiveness, Miss Cather is monotonously repetitious from 
book to book. 'Ihe first three pages, alone, of Lucy Gayheart 
provide a long list of similarities between Lucy and Thea 
Kronberg. Lucy, too, is a small child who loves the sun, 
snow, and wind. The Gayhearts (Harlings) live half a mile 
from Main Street (theirs might be the Kohler's farm where 
Wunsch lived). Lucy, too, like Thea, has given piano lessons 
since her tenth-grade year, and wants to be a famous musician. 
She goes to Chicago to study music, and differs only in that 
abe is eighteen instead of fifteen. 18 
Again, in ~ Mortal Enemy, Myra Henshawe much re-
sembles the beautiful ~~rian Fo~rester of A Lost Lady. Even 
names of people in the stories show little originality; for 
example, Eden Bower is in two stories though not as the same 
character, Jim Hardwick has a personality very much like Jim 
Harling's, and Fred Ottenburn ial only a younger Professor St. 
Peter, a Cap tain Forrester, or an Oswald Henshawe. And words, 
terms, and phrases reappear aga i n and again, and in story 
after story. For instance, either in Nebraska or New York, 
the people invariably ltwaken up" morn~ngs; and each novel bas 
one or two ltfine groupa n of people, a very great many of whom 
say, 11 0b, Heavens 1, n and unear Child, u and "doubtless." 
18 Note also the similarity between the Kronberg's 
upstairs in The ~ng of the Lark and the one in nThe Best 
Years,n The Old autf:aiidO"tii'Sr:S (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1948). 'Tfiia-sQrt of nny-Budd, l Jalna treatment is all right 
in novels if it is confessed or 'intentional, but it can hardl'l 
add to the merit of a novelist said to be ttclassicall" 
-----------+------------------------------,----------------------------+~ Moreover, Miss Cather's minor characters are frequent-
ly more memorable than the heroes and the heroines. More viv-
idly lingers the memory of old Mr. Shimerda, of Marie and 
Emil, of Lena Lingard, of old Mrs. Lee, of Ivy Peters, and of 
I . 
a host of others than of some of
1
the heroes and heroines like 
Thea Kronberg, Profess or St. Peter, Lucy Gayheart, Nancy, e t. 
al. Readier recollection of minor characters reappearing in 
stories is understandable; but their reappearing because they 
could easily be transferred from book to book is clear evi-
dence of the author's inability to create extensively. 
Her lack of inventiveness, too, explains her exact 
borrowings of incidents and scenes from those she had known 
so that they are generally more memorable than are many of he 
important characters. Such authenticity of scene and inci-
dent, of course, does not detract from the merits of her 
books, for it puts into them a realism that lives. Indeed, 
Miss Cather had exceptional ability to transfer, with fidel-
ity, from memory to written page many real-life situations. 
She must have had what approached the photographic memory.l9 
6 
19 Tittle, Walter, "Glimpses of Interesting Americana, 
Century Magazine, July 1925, pp. 309-313, p. 313. Mr. Tittle,. 
an artist, tells how he lost a wager to Miss Cather when she 
I -disagreed with him that one of Tintoretto 1 s canvasses had been 
painted by Veronese: "I was amazed at her accurate :lllemory of 
pictures in the Co~nondo collection in the Louvre. ~ach can-
vas seemed indelibly stamped upon her memory; my own was put 
to shame even though these rooms were a favor i te haunt of 
mine. 11 Cf. Miss Cather's statement:: "I 1 ve always had a habit 
of remembering mannerisms, turns. of speech. • • '.t Carroll, 
Latrobe, 11 Willa Sibert Cather," Bookman, 53: 212~216, P• 216. 
Incidents which have meaning and truth and definite 
vividness she seems to have taken from actual happenings. Bu1 
most of them are unusual enough so that, if well recorded by 
anyone, they would be easily remembered. Though such realism 
is hardly censurable, it nevertheless shows up ita author's 
lack at the same time that it shows up the vagueness of the 
main characters. 
Evidently Willa Cather depended upon the reappearing 
I . 
minor characters and minor incid j nts, with occasionally new 
views of beautiful scenery, to carry her novels along.20 
, 
Even in a book as excellent as ~ Antonia they seem very 
necessary, although they do not predominate. The whole mid-
dle portion of The Professor's Hlouse tells only the story of 
Tom Outland. And Fred Ottenburn gives Thea Kronberg the can-
yon-vacation obviously because the author yearned to use more 
of her memory-material, even at the risk of having it seem 
superfluous. Such a yielding to temptation is scarcely in-
genious; to say nothing of creating a relevant substitute and 
saving the vacation scene for another writing wherein it 
could have been better used. 
Willa Cather's limited improvising is evident in what 
seemB at first to be a great variety of main characters in hez 
writing; actually most of them are of the pioneer-and-artist 
classes, to which she herself believed she belonged in one waJ 
20 Readers quickly perceive, for example, that the 
brief romance of Emil and Marie is the one exciting incident 
which saves a very dull section of 0 Pioneers1 
lao 
or another. 
miniature. 
Characters not of these classes are depicted in 
I And even in these miqiature-portraits, "stockn 
characters appear over and over (the sacrificing, understand-
ing mother, the narrow-minded, religious father, the errant 
brother, the oba cure fa tber, the generous and talented u older 
man, 11 the sentimental railroader, the silent Indians, et. al. 
No very great astuteness is needed to detect the in-
vented parts of Miss Cather's stories. She seems to have 
needed closely to observe things herself before abe could 
write of them easily. Those things which she invented or 
learned indirectly--the tragic scenes, the love stories, the 
portraits of men--are quite unrealistic. Naturally, she 
could not well remember other people's phrases and speecqes; 
occasionally, however, she did remember so accurately that 
the written consequence is monotonous as it repeat edly oc-
curs. Her oft-repeated ncan it be?n, when one character 
meets another, shows up in scenes in 0 Pioneers1, ~ Old 
"' Beauty and Others, ~ Mortal Enemy, ~ Antonia, etc. Willa 
Cather should have known that, though " Can it be?u was ap-
propriate for some people when they met a long-absent friend, 
it certainly could not be for all types of people over a per-
iod of forty years1 And her expression "painted and plucked," 
to describe the current fashion in women's ·make-up, appears 
I 
twice, for example, within sixteen pages o:t:_ "'Ihe Old Beauty'1-
used once by a man and once by a woman. 21 
21 The Old Beauty and Others, {;W_. ,W., pp. 8 and 24. 
Such lack of inventiveness, moreover, accounts for the 
'falling off,'t or decline of attraction of interest in the mid-
dle of most of the Cather novels. The first one hundred 
pages or so are generally very readable; then follow pages 
where lethargy creeps in, for example the changes of scene 
and action between Parts I, II, and III of 0 Pioneers122 is 
evident in One of~~ 'Ibe Professor's House, and Shadows .2.!! 
the Rock. And Death Comes for the Archbishop carries no plot 
or an attempt at one. It is simply, as Miss Cather said, na 
.. 
narrative • 11 Yes, Willa Cather often -did not sustain life and 
action throughout a novel. Vfuene her memory had nothing for 
use, she was at a loss. She was never a plot-maker.23 
Artificiality in the works of authors 0 nativen to 
either a country or a region is unusual.24 But some evi-
dences of artificialities, nevertheless, mar the Nebraska-
localized writings of Miss Cather, adopted nna tive" of the 
region. A pronounced example of this (besides the inappro-
priate phrases in conversation previously mentioned and a lack 
22 Q!. ~art II, pp. 36 and 37• 
23 Sergeant, Elizabeth Shepley, Fire Under the Andes: 
A Group of North American Portraits (New York:: Alfred A. 
Knopf, i9'27), (reprinted from The New Republic, 43: 91-94) p. Z{O. 
--"Miss Cather believes in allowing he rae lf considerable la ti-
tude in the general shape of a novel. She conceives that the 
form it has assumed in her mind's eye at the fiery second of 
its explosion in her consciousness is the inevitable one. The 
more closely the shape of the explosion's tear is adhered to, 
the less it is tinkered with, the better the result. u 
2L~ Willa Cather has been called an "autochthonous 
American au thor, u by Porterfield (.2£. cit., p. 45) and others. 
R2 
of humor) is her frequent use ofl Latin, French, and German 
quotations, which hardly suited either locale or people. 
I 
Widespread throughout her books are the foreign 
25 I . 
phrases, oddly seeming to contradict her assertion that 
26 
novels should - not be cluttered. Almost every character, 
educated or not, understands a subtle Latin or French phrase, 
much more, in fact, than could the author's average readers1 
If ever fiction could get along without such intrusion of the 
author's erudition, American fiction by native authors cer-
tainly could, for since Colonial times Americans have dimin-
ishingly known and used La tin arxl French. 
A seemingly studied avoidance of humor, too, ., amounts 
27 
to artificiality, for humor bas universal appeal. About the 
only humor in all of Willa Cather's books is that in & Mor-
~ Enemy, with Myra Henshawe asking Nellie Birdseye, in re-
gard to the haggling over who will get Nellie's grandfather's 
~ortrai t, "WhYJ don't you cut it in two for them, Neilia? I re 
member it perfectly, and half of it would be enough for any-
28 
body •" And that is the funniest thing in any of the Cather 
House, 
25 ~ ~ of the Lark , 0 Pioneers1, The Professor's 
& Mortal Enemy, etc., abound in these phrases. 
26 Cf. Part II, p.l.p ., footnote 26. 
- I 
27 "'!he sense of humor is the just balance of the fac-
ulties of man, the best security against the pride of knowledg 
and the conceits of the imagination, the strongest inducement 
to submit with a wise and pious patience to the vicissitudes 
of human existence,~--Memoir of Thomas Hood. 
28 Cather~ Willa, My Mortal Enemy (New York: Alfred A. 
-
------- ltno_pf. 1926}. p. t>O. 
r 
FU r ------------4----------------------------------------·-----------------------------~~~------~ booksl Neither humor, nor any attempt at cleverness relieves 
the plain seriousness of all Willa Cather wrote; and she ac-
tually thought it wise to omit humor absolutely. 29 But says 
an ancient · anonymous maxim, "A little nonsense now and then 
is relished by the wisest men." Indeed, for Miss Cather, life 
was so serious that she worked hard even at being leisurely.30 
Besides her -inclusion of Latin and French and her 
I . 
omission of humor, another of Wi~la Cather's artificialities 
was her fondness for such British spellings as "favourite," 
·"humour, u "labour,•i "storey," etc. This pro-British vanity 
was especially unsuitable in nove l s of the American West. 
Miss Cather's narrow view of life is even harder to 
explain, for when she be gan writing she had had an unusually 
varied experience. ~he had been born in Virginia, reared in 
the ro:mB.ntic vVes t, educated in a Mid-Western University; she 
had known intimately persons of many nationalities, helped 
edit a popular magazine in the East, worked on a leading news-
paper in a large city, and traveled extensively abroad and in 
her own country. Few wr~ters have bad better opportunities 
to broaden themaelves, even after they have written years. 
Without attempting psychoanalysis, it may not be ven-
turesome to say that she had always fostered self-sufficiency 
29 uMere cleverness must go. "--Willa Cather to Latrobe 
Carroll, ££• ~., P• 216. 
30 Twentieth Century Authors, Stanley G. Kunitz and 
Howard Haycroft, Editors (New York~ The H. W. Wilson Com-
pany, 1942), P• 257• 
in her living, as evidenced in her early years of independent 
endeavor in the ·west~ her studying alone; and her setting out, 
at nine teen, to travel and find ber own career. It took cour-
1 
age and self-sufficiency, too, when she gave up the editor-
ship of McClure's magazine to write a first nove 1. She de-
pended upon her own resources1 As she had Thea say in The 
. I 
Son of the Lark, sheer diligence and determination could 
I 31 
achieve and succeed, even if talent some times fails. 
ever accounted for this self-sufr iciency, evidently 
strong force in Willa Cather's personality. 
What-
it was a 
Self-sufficiency and narrowness of mind need not go 
together, but they often do. Itl is not illogical that in con-
tinuing to live a life of independence, Miss Cather came to 
rely more and more on her own re r ources and decisions. Once 
abe had depended upon them and fpund them reliable, it was 
much easier to continue doing so than to search for materials 
1
and forces outs ide of herself or not yet grasped by her mind. 
The 11 sbut-mindednea s, u the clinging to the old and 
32 
avoiding anything new, would, first of all, considerably 
limit her knowledge of people. Within the confines of what 
lshe knew of people, she mainly portrayed but two types of 
characters, one struggling a gainst unproductive soil and the 
other against antagonistic socie ~y. The aober and the 
31 Cather, \tVi1la, The ~ong of the Lark (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1915), p;-!2 • . 
32 Cf. Introduction, p.8, footnote 3• 
I 
I 
studious (Alexandra, Antonia, Thea) live gloriously and suc-
cessfully; the charming andJ occasionally, the dreaming (Marian 
Forrester, Marie, the Sculptoi', Emil, Lucy, Claude) die trag-
33 
ically or live tragically. It is obvious that the very fact 
that Willa Cather wrote most fluently of her own distant past 
des tined the quality of her writing to decadence. Perhaps the 
tie that bound her to the past was her dissatisfaction with 
34 
the present. 
Such a narrow view of life accounts for the projection 
of her own personality as that of heroes and heroines. W~ny 
of them have experiences like her own, though with little or 
no incorporation of her later experience into their portray-
, 
9.ls. With the exception of An tenia, they are generally like 
~he author, self-centered and excessively concerned with their 
pwn conferta and ambitions, and very little with those of 
~thers. They more readily take than give; . and, impersonating 
~iss Cather, they could not see things through tbe eyes of 
pthers. 
An example of the author's inability to see as others 
" vould see, appears in ~ Antonia, where Jim Burden meets 
Antonia again after twenty years. Jim is telling the story, 
, 
he relates how happy Antonia was to see him, not vice 
33 Rap in, Ren~, Willa Cather (New York: Robert M. Mc-
Bride Company, 1930), P• 94. 
86 
34 Geismar, ££• cit., P• 208. £!• Cather, Willa, Ob-
~cure Destinies (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1932), P• 194. Cf. 
~ergeant, E.lizabe th Shepley in Book-E.£-the - Month Club News, 
ecember, 1940. · 
-------------4--------
versa. Picture Jim, all dressed 1 up in his city clothes, say-
" i ng (in effect), "Now, now Antonia, don't get excited; I can 
stay a couple of days to see all your family. " l If instead 
of condescending, Jim had said how happy be was to see 
~ntonia, since after all he had come a long way for the visit, 
35 
the incident would have seemed natural and convincing. 
Tn is narrow-mindedness may have been the result of 
the very reticence in her nature. Reticence could account 
36 
for the brusqueness t hat writers have cited. Moreover, 
reticence perhaps made her avoid the portrayal of emotional 
conflicts and love scenes, probably subduing emotion in her 
37 
own life as well. Her reticence, and her narrow devotion 
to her art, seem to have cost h'4r the breadth of mind to ob-
38 
serve and to enjoy all types of people. 
One more trait of hers, impatience, hindered her · art. 
35 But, as a result of narrow appreciation of people, 
one artificial scene does not greatly mar a book that is very 
good anyhow. The author attempted, and succeeded at, some-
thing almost unique in fiction--a novel in the first person, 
told by one of the opposite sex . There are few successful ex-
amples of books thus written1 
36 Canby, Henry Seidel, American I~moir (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1947), p. 303. 
37 Sergeant, Elizabeth Shepley, in the Knopf Pamphlet 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, no date), p. 6. 
38 And T. K. Wh ipple, in Spokesman (New York: D. 
Appleton and Company, 1928), p. 155, points out that :Miss 
Cather's characters find more sustenance in the companionship 
of the -prairies than in that of their neighbors. Indeed, this 
is true of Thea, Claude, Alexandra, Profess or St. Peter, Bis-
h op LaTour, et.al. Cf. what is said of Miss Cather's day in 
the Knopf Pamphlet, loc. cit. 
~ecause of impatience, she wasted her memory-material, as for 
~xample she did 0 Pioneersl wher~in she congested material 
~rom which several novels, it seems, might have been written.~ 
~e same congestion afflicted all of the Trilogy. Neverthe-
~ess, Willa Cather might have more easily prolonged her lit-
erary career and retained the greater merit the Trilogy had 
~iven her, if she had embellished and expanded her memory-
~aterial through careful research, as other writers have done. 
It seems likely that, through this research, she might 
rave avoided a frequent criticism of her work, namely that it 
was decadent. Naturally, writing of a past era is, when you 
are rather close to it, apt to destine the writing itself to 
~ecadence. She came along to rekindle the fire that others 
I 
1pad watched burn low, and it is remarkable that she fanned 
I ~he flame she did. Shrewd delving into old and interesting 
~anuscri~ts and letters, talks with people who were similarly 
concerned with the period, would have yielded much and elimi-
~ated the air of vagueness and uncertainty in many places in 
p.er books. 
If she had polished her material, instead of writing 
extemporaneously and wastefully, she would not have been 
~uilty of such awkward phrases and sentences as the following; 
"Under the round leaves,
1
where the waxen blossoms 
p.ung, bevies of wild bees were buzzing." 
40 
39 cr. Part II, P•49· 
40 0 Pioneers1, o~. cit., P• 216. 
88 
. e 
11 Wassipwappa seemed a dreary place enough to people 
who looked for verdure, a brilliant place to people who like 
41 I 
color.u I 
Through research, she would have learned, for example, 
that Maria Stuart, not l~rie Stuart, played to crowds in 
42 
Chicago. 
I Through her fear of seemdng obvious, merely a varia-
41 The Song of~~ (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1915), p. lBb. And there are these further examples 
of negligence: 
11 caffe oscuro eyes," in Death Comes for the Archbishop 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, .1927), p. 3· - -
11 T'.ney were on their way to Mora, the third day out, 
and they did not know just bow far they had still to go. 11 , .21?.• 
cit., p. 75· 
11 The next morning, after coffee, while the children 
were being got ready for baptism, the host took Father 
Vaillant through his corrals and stables to show him his 
stock.", .2£• cit., p. 87. 
"Without more ado he threw on bis old cloak over his 
cassock," .2£• cit., p. 190. 
"Father Joseph respected the Bishop for such things, 
but himself he loved it merely •• • ", .2£• ill•, p. 196. 
nThe Mexican woman they could not sell because they 
had no le ga 1 title to her, her p osition was irregular, 11 .2£. 
_ill., p. 215. 
"a most unlikely source, u The Old Beauty and Others 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 194~ ),-p: 11. 
nno one had the courage to say ber nay." in "Old I'i!rs • 
Harria,n Obscure Destinies (New York: Alfred A. _Knopf, 1931), 
p. 189. -
42 Cather, Willa, ~ Mortal Enemy (Alfred A. Knopf, 
1926), p. 57. 
I ,3~(0 ______ _ 
tion of her reticence, she hurribd through descriptions which 
she might otherwise have made rich and full. This impatient 
hurrying is truer of her sketchibg of characters than of her 
picturing of scenery. She seems constantly to be rushing 
' 
ahead to reveal something importrnt, but often exhibits noth-
ing so much as her own impatienck. 
Her impatience and consequent evasion of research is 
puzzling. Her assertions that se[ nsa tiona in novels should be 
43 . 
avoided, might merely excuse her shirking of the research 
their inclusion ~ould have requilred • . For example, Thea's 
lengthy artistic musings and her fully told feelings for con-
certs, or the detailed account of the preparation of food in 
the story of Bishop Latour, see~ingly reveal Miss Cather as 
averse to full and graphic description only when she knew too 
44 . . 45 
little. Walter Tittle wrote of her knowledge of cooking, 
. 46 
and Elizabeth Sergeant of her kn
1
owledge of music, thus dis-
closing why she could fully, and even fondly, write of two 
43 Cf. Part II, page44, footnote 27. Miss Cather lat-
er wrote: 11 vVha t I always want to do is to make the 'writing' 
count for less and less and the people f~ more. In this new 
novel I'm trying to cut out all analysis, observation, descrip-
tion, even the picture-making quality, in order to make things 
and people tell their own story 
1
s1mply by juxtaposition, with-
out any persuasion or explanatiop on my part.u __ to Latrobe 
Carroll, ££• cit., p. 16. 
41+ cr., for example, Miss Cather's descriptions of 
Chicago in \The Song Ef.. the Lark. 
45 Tittle, ££• cit., P• 312. 
46 Sergeant, ££• cit., p. 6. 
such very different things. Of painting, too, Miss Cather was 
47 
not hesitant to write, or inept i n doing so. But in relat-
ing other things she often had ine.pti tude, the result of im-
patiently writing without first increasing her familiarity 
with them. 
The foregoing detailed and specific limitations are 
evident, in less or in greater degree in everything this fam-
ous novelist wrote. Perhaps morb detracting than these limi-
tations, however, was a pessimistic current of thought in her 
later writings, a perspective casting shadows over even her 
depictions of animate and inanimate nature. Tbis, the pic-
ture-making quality, the very finest of her original qual-
ities, was the last excellency t 1o disappear from her writings. 
The same gloomy perspective obscured the .memories of her ear-
lier optimism. 
Yes, the novels of the Tr i logy had ended on optimistic 
notes. "The world is a rather nice place, 11 Miss Ca tber seemed 
to say, 1'especially for people with the courage to cling to 
t heir ideals." Her heroines were resolute women whom the 
world itself could not turn from accomplishing dreamst But 
then in 1922 her decline began; as she said, n the world broke 
in two. 11 Why it did may be only conjecture. Some say she 
never could come to grips with l!ife as 1 t was; and after the 
First World War, life became hard for sensitive, thoughtful 
47 ~.,for example, Death Comes for the Archbishop 
1 
and The Profess or's House~ and HPaul Is Case, liTn Youth and the 
Br t Medusa . (Bost.on• ugh.t__QJJ. Miff lin Comp~ ~~-~----t-----
people. Certainly she was disturbed by it.4~ After 1922 she 
never regained her former optimism. Character after character 
in her books was overcome by the cheapness of the world or the 
thwarting of ideals: Claude, Professor St. Peter, ff~rian 
Forrester, Myra Henshawe, and finally Gabrielle Longatreet.49 
Such pessimism contrasted gloomily with her former optimism. 
48 Cf. vv illa Cather in the pr eface to the 1922 edition 
of Alexander's Bridge, ££• ~· Cf. ] Boynton, Percy H., Some 
Contemporary Americana, ££• cit., p. 176: 11 Miss Cather is one 
of many who seem to have been carried off their true courses 
by cross-winds and chop seas." Cf. Trilling, ££• cit., p. 12. 
49 In 11 The Old Beauty 1 tt ~ .2..!.9. Beauty and Others, .2£• 
cit. The difficulty she had in accepting the fact of her ~erary decline appears in the prefatory note to Not Under 
Forty, .2£• cit.: J --
n'Ihe title of this book is meant to be 'arresting' 
only in the literal sense, like the signs put up for motorists 
"ROAD UNDER REPAIR, 11 etc. It means that the book will have 
little interest for people under forty years of age. Tile 
world broke in two in 1922 or thereabouts, and the persons and 
the prejudices recalled in these sketches slid back into 
yesterday's seven thousand years. • • • It is for the back-
ward, and by one of their number, that these sketches were 
written. 11 
'lbe inadequacy in tne preface is repeated, wi tb even 
more poignancy, in the third essay in the book, "148 Charles 
Street. u Pointedly, the essay ends on · a note of envy for Mrs. 
Fields who never entered the nstrange twilight of the world 
which followed the war. • • • She rounded out her period, 
from Dickens and Thackeray and Tennyson, through Hardy and 
Meredith to the Great War, with her standards unshaken. For 
her there was no revaluation. She died with her world (the 
world of u letters n which mattered most to her) unchallenged. 
i~_rcel Proust somewhere said that when be came to die be 
would take all of his great men with him, since his Beethoven 
and his Wagner could never be at all the same to anyone else, 
they would go with him like the captives who were slain at 
the funeral pyres of Eastern potentates. It was thus Mrs. 
Fields died, in that house of m~mories, with the material 
keepsakes of the past about her. 11 p. 74• 
I . 
Q2 
Discussing the change inl Willa Cather's outlook in 
50 -
1922, E. K. Brown cites as sign~ficant what she said in Not 
Under Forty about the new era, 11 Perhaps, 11 abe suggests, 11 the 
garage and all it stands for represent the only real develop-
ment and have altogether taken the place of things formrly 
51 
cherished on that spot.0 Futile it is even to surmise how 
much Miss Cather felt t he world had splitl Actually, in 1922 
52 
she changed publishers and received t he Pulitzer Prize for 
One of Ours, she considering i -t her best book alth ough critics 
--- 5B 
considered it nearly her worst. i 
Willa Cather's kind of writing probably should have 
progressed so that each of her b~oks would have become better 
in beauty and truth than the last, for she had taken wise and 
cautious steps to prepare for a write~s career. As early as 
tbe end of her college days, her friends and instructors bad 
expected she would be writing successfully within a few 
months. 
50 Brown, E. K., ~·cit., P• 89 .. 
51 She is speaking of too garage tba t was bull t on the 
a i te of Mrs. Field's home. This is possibly the worst build-
ing that could have been erected, for Miss Cather had a parti-
cular aversion to automobiles. 
52 From Hough ton Mifflin[ to Alfred A. Knopf. 
I 
53 Morris, .££.• cit., p. 651. 
54 nit wasn't that I didn't want to write," she said 
of this period. "But I was . too interested in trying to find 
out something about the world and about people ••• I couldn't 
have got so much out of those nipe years if I'd been writing." 
--Carroll, ££• cit., P• 214. 
I 
She did not desire cheap success, always wishing rather to 
write for a few readers wb o bad li te.rary appre cia ti on, than 
55 
for the many who lacked it. 
Until 1920 she bad the kind of readers she bad wanted, 
few admirers--appreciative and speadily growing in number and 
admiration. After 1920, t b ougb, l sbe gained only in popularity 
I 
and declined in worthy praise, a reverse of what her sensitive 
nature and artistic ambition could happily accept. Between 
1932 and 1940 she wrote three bol ks, none of which was liter-
1 56 
arily successful or even very popular. But not long after 
922 she herself had perceived that she bad no enduring 
ssage in her novels, only a tone of futile negative pessi-
Witb no elevating message a novel displays, of the en-
57 
qualities, only skill and beauty. How consternation 
us t have depressed her when she realized the extent to which 
writing bad declined, for she had always put fidelity to 
above pleasing the public. 
55 Ibid., p. 216. 
56 Hicks, £E.• cit~ Cf. Geismar, £E.• cit. 
57 Compare this with what Lloyd Morris, £E.• cit., p. 
writes of Miss Cather's failure to achieve any epic out-
upon American life. 
CONCLUSION 
The Excellencies of Her Art 
Willa Cather will be remembered not for her final 
mood of pessimism, but for wbat sbe bad previously accom-
plished. People have a way of a oftly retouching the first 
rough draft of a picture they have formed, even edging it 
with gold. And Willa Cather should have known, as if by in-
tuition, that she would be remembered for the world she left 
intact, not for the one she split 11 in two. 11 
Alexander Woollcott wrotp that tbere is only one 
I great book in eacb author, and surely that is achievement 
enough1 Willa Cather spent the quintessence of her memories 
on a novel tha t is pulsating with feeling and beauty. 
~ An tenia, the spe ciall~ 11 Ca therian 11 nove 1, now 
seems to overs had ow all the others, and to show evide nee of 
living long after the rambling Death Comes for the Archbis h op 
and the unfini shed The Old Beauty and Others are forgotten. 
In Not Under Forty she wrote of uthe one thing that survives 
all arresting situations, all good writing and clever story-
making--inherent, individual beau ty.nl 
That inherent beauty best represents Willa Cather; and 
with it her name and reputation survive, as do all _such good 
things. She craved noth i ng more than that k i nd of survival~ 
1 Cather, Willa, Not Under Forty, 2.2.• cit., p. 78. 
I 
--+-------r----· L_ 
lAbove all else she loved beauty, was unhappiest, most disaat-1 
I 
isfied~ when beauty was lacking in her surroundings. By pre- i 
ference~ if she could not find a: suitable ready-made environ- I 
ment~ she largely made one of heft' own. Such a world uniquely ! 
suiting her~ whether conveniently provided or necessarily 
I 
j produced~ was so much her very own that thoughtful readers of j 
!her books readily recall it at the mention of "Willa Cather." 
, !l Antonia will probably live longest in American literature; 
but many of her other books also
1 
contain much of the world 
she dwelt in and literarily pictured. 
Willa Cather's world is wonderfully filled with many 
contrasts: provocatively bright !colors and quiescently soft 
pastels; loquaciously brilliant artists and contemplative 
simple folks; stodgy plodders and quixotie schemers; suddenly ! 
blinding flares of sunlight and darkly tortuous storms of 
snow and hail; stretches of monotonously vast prairie and pe~. 
ilously yawning canyons; tiny shaded villages in France and 
sunny~ sky-lighted apartments in Greenwich Village; beautiful 
!women and ugly men; drab women and handsome men; deep sym-
pathies and taunting hatred; sensitive~ carefree children~ 
and wearied, worried adults; burning deserts and cool rivers; 
lingering sunrises and early evening stars. 
In panoramic view come~ one by one~ the individual-
istic players in the drama of the Catherian world: Marian 
Forrester with her garnet and seed-pearl earrings flashing J 
j in the candle light as she brightens faces with her gay lauglP1 
ter; Professor St. Peter chattink with Augusta as she sews 
and he writes his book; Ivy Peters slitting the eyes of a 
woodpecker; Lena Lingard running[ like a wild thing through 
the cornfields; Father Latour and Father Joseph jogging along, 
I . 
riding their white mules; Mr. Shimerda kneeling before the 
!bright Christmas tree; Little Celile lovingly dusting her 
house in Quebec; a little old lady praying, in the vernacular 
of the railroaders, for her six railroader-sons; giggling 
Tillie speaRing her piece before! the ladies at the Aid meet-
ing; and Thea Kronberg jolting tb and from Moonstone via the 
rickety old train. 
I And these, along with oth~rs, appear in vividly depict-
led incidents; the collapse of a huge suspension bridge; a 
small wagon, under a leaden sky .streaked with pale, watery 
light, bumping along on a frozen road; a double murder on a 
pleasant June evening, done under a flowering mulberry tree 
in a quiet orchard; tea in an . olf four-storied house on Bos-
ton's Charles Street, . with ladiels in satin watching the sun-
lset beautify the River; by a late taxi-ride, going to a 
f eserted stretch of seashore to watch the coming dawn, and 
~aiting to die along with one's mortal enemy; a sleigh ride 
n a cold afternoon, high-lighted by a woman's insincere pro-
testations and a man's taunting laughter; a visit to dog-town 
n a sunny afternoon; a murderer's chase through a pouring 
[
sert-rain on a cold, dark evening. 
The settings for scenes if the Catherian world are also 
------------~ for ettable; a wh~t s t a in t c 
hills, a peach orchard in full tiloom on a hill, bittersweet 
bursting into bloom by Lovely Creek, the warm whiteness of 
dusty cliff-dwellings, a solitary plow silhouetted for a 
moment on a scarlet horizon, a skating pond flashing in the 
cold light of a December moon at midnight, and prairie fires 
suddenly flaming up and devouring grass here and there across 
the landscape. 
!hese characters, incidents, and scenes linger in the 
memories of readers of the Cather books because they were 
compactly and vividly portrayed. At her best, Willa Cather 
wrote without needless verbiage. ~ot bothering with details 
and embellishments, she presented an incident or a scene, or 
a character exactly as she had seen 
remembered it. She did not condeal 
I 
amidst a superfluity of words. !She 
ninherent, individual beauty." She 
it or precisely as aha 
the substance · of reality 
wrote into permanency 
was the first to bring 
t he muse to her land of many colored fields 1 
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Abstract 
I 
Willa Cather, for two decades America's most honored 
oman novelist, died in 1947 at the age of seventy. She had 
een ''transplanted'' at the age of nine from settled, aristo-
cratic Virginia to a ranch in wide-open Nebraska. These 
years, from nine to twelve, when she was relatively free to 
ander about the countryside, absorbing the beauty of nature 
and visiting neighbors, Miss Cather considered the most im-
portant to her as an author. I ndeed they were, for she had 
an exceptional aptitude for remembering. 
While visiting with the r e ighbors, who were immi-
grants from many European countries, she was storing away 
golden memories that would be valuable in later years. \IV'nen 
she was fifteen, she entered the University of Nebraska, and, 
upon graduation, went to Pittsburgh to work on a newspaper. 
Friends and instructors expected her to become a sue-
cessful writer within a few months, but she was wise enough 
to realize that she had to live and to absorb culture first. 
For the next nine years she followed this theory, seeing much 
of Europe's and America's paramount scenes and personages. 
Although she eagerly desired a career in writing, the only 
I 
subject matter she possessed with which to work was that of 
the Nebraska pioneers whom she bad known intimately. This, 
however, she distrusted as literary source material, seeking 
rather to imitate the erudition and artistic elegance of 
Henry James. For such a style, travel and study could be 
more profitable than attempts at writing. 
From the newspaper position she advanced to head a 
high school English department. Later# on the strength of a 
few excellent short stories which she had just published# s. 
s. McClure offered her an editorial position on his popular 
magazine. 
She continued to write short stories# was promoted to 
managing editor of McClure' a·, and, after six years, had saved 
enough money to take a house in the country and write a nov-
el. Giving up an excellent, salaried position to attempt a 
first novel was a step which took courage1 
Ignoring the advice of her famous friend Sarah Orne 
I Jewett that she should write of her own country, she publish-
ed an ineffectual novel of Bostdn. After this false start 
I 
she turned to her beloved West and wrote three beautiful nov-
els of the pioneer. 
Of this famous Trilogy, the last novel, Mz intonia, 
has by far the most merit. In it she perfected what has be-
come lmown as the distinctively "catherian" style, writing 
that limits the use of description and narration to the very 
essentials of literary verbiage in order to produce viV.id 
I 
scenes and emotions which have a curiously lasting equality. 
After the brief period of literary achievement of 
three novels, Willa Cather began writing again of contempor-
ary things. It was not entirely from choice that she did so, 
2 
for she had impetuously and generously spent the sum total of 
I 
her memory-material (which she felt was necessary for meaning-
ful writing) on the Trilogy. One with less idealism about thJ 
verity of her art~ one who had sacrificed less to achieve a 
career as a classic writer~ would perchance have been satis-
fied by the results~ for her books were bringing her conside~ 
able success with the public. 
" . No book of hers after MZ Anton1a achieved extensive 
praise from critics. The war~ and perhaps her decline in 
fame~ made Willa Cather say that the world had broken in two 
in 1922. 
(Although she had never demanded a large popular read-
ing public 6 she did demand a small~ perceptive one to sustain 
her ideals of literary art.) Whatever caused her statement 
about the world breaking. it indicated the mood of pessimism, 
dissatisfaction~ and futility that was evident in every thing 
she was writing. 
A few years after 1922, Willa Cather6 realizing that 
she could not continue with this outlook, turned again to the 
past--not the past of her Nebraska, but the legendary past of 
New Mexico and ~uebec. In the two resulting novels~ the tone 
was better6 for civilizations such as she depicted, then had 
relatively the same values that she found in the country of 
her childhood. The perspective was the same; she had recap-
tured her optimism--but she could not recapture the critics, 
who were still adamant. 
It became evident to most people, including Willa 
Cather, that ahe · had squandered too much material on three 
novels and that in all her work she had left no message. She 
continued writing, but largely fbr the sake of writing. She 
had often said that she enjoyed writing even more than she did 
concerts by great musicians. After her truly estimable novel, 
there passed thirty years of decline. 
This thesis has been written in an attempt to ascer-
tain whether she will be remembered for her thirty years of 
failure or for her three meritorious novels; and if she is re-
,; 
membered for them, is there enough substance in Mz Antonia, 
the best novel, to merit ita being an American classic. 
The parallelism of Willa
1 
Cather's living and her writ-
ing made possible the simultaneous handling of the material 
biographically, chronologically,! and thematically. It has 
been divided into three main par[ts: Her Background and Early 
Beginnings as a Writer; Her Suce
1
ess: The Trilogy; the Limit-
at ions of Her Art: The Resultant Decline. 
In an analysis of Miss Cather's writing, it was found 
that, in addition to the rash spending of the memory material 
and the pessimistic outlook, five particular limitations were 
present in her writing, in various degrees and in various 
places. These are aentimentalitw, a lack of inventiveness, 
artificiality, a narrow view of life, and impatience. The 
success of one of her novels depended upon the degree to which 
these were lacking in it. 
The Trilogy possessed enough authentic feeling and 
interesting material to overshadow their presence, but after 
her world broke in two, the limitations, accentuated by the 
author's sense of failure and dissatisfaction, came more and 
more to the fore. 
Fortunately, it is the World of her childhood for 
which Willa Cather will be known in American Fiction. Here, 
,., 
especially in MI. Antonia, exists that "inherent individual 
beauty," which Miss Cather found so necessary for her happi-
ness and which she transferred so easily to the printed page. 
By preference, if she could not find a suitable ready-made 
environment, She largely made one of her own. Such a world, 
uniquely suiting her, whether conveniently provided or necess-
arily produced, was so much her very own that thoughtful read-
ers of her books readily recall it at the mention of "Willa 
Cather." 
MZ intonia will live in American literature, but many 
of her other books contain much of the world she dwelt in and 
literarily pictured. The characters and the scenes and the 
incidents linger in the memories of readers of her books be-
cause they were compactly and v1¥1dly portrayed. At her best, 
Willa Cather wrote without needl~ ss verbiage. Not bothering 
with details and embellishments, she presented an incident or 
a scene, or a character exactly as she~ad seen it or precise 
ly as she remembered it. She did not conceal the substance o 
reality amidst a superfluity of w~rds. She wrote 
5 
ency "inherent, individual beauty." She was the first to 
bring the muse to her land of many eolored fields. 
6 
